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Chemical substances checklist
Occasional users
Many people who don’t normally work with hazardous substances occasionally do come across them in the course of their job. When this happens, they may be unaware of how such materials should be treated. This checklist is intended to give safety reps some guidance on checking for occasional contact with substances, so potential problems can be picked-up during an inspection.

Substances that have the potential to cause harm are regulated by the Control of Substances Hazardous to Health Regulations – COSHH. These Regulations cover some very common substances where they are used in the workplace; it would include household bleach and aggressive lavatory, drain or oven cleaners, but not washing-up liquid. 

COSHH also covers any substance produced as a result of the work activity, so for instance fumes created by welding or soldering would need to be assessed.

Some materials such as lead, asbestos and radioactive material pose such a health risk that they are regulated separately. Other risks such as those presented by highly flammable materials are also covered by separate regulations.

The employer is required to conduct an assessment of the risks to health and safety posed by any substances used or produced in the workplace. They must ensure that workers are protected from the risks identified by the assessment, and put control measures and safe working practices in place to ensure this. Staff must be given adequate information, and where necessary training should be provided. The employer must monitor the effectiveness of the controls, and ensure staff use the safe working practices. These include appropriate emergency measures for use in cases of unexpected contamination. The key points of the assessment must be recorded, and be available to the staff to whom it relates, and UCU safety reps. The record must include the significant findings of the assessment, and the measures to taken to prevent or control exposure. UCU recommends that Branches should press employers to establish a central COSHH Register listing the names and locations of all hazardous substances, accessible to supervisory and managerial staff, and union safety reps.

The checklist combines a number of different approaches and activities for the inspection, and ensures that reps who use it don’t just walk around the workplace with a clipboard. Some of the points are simple observation, some require you to ask the employer for information and to inspect records, and some require you to talk to members and ask questions. This gives you the opportunity to ask questions about other potential problems, and raise other issues with members as you go.

The checklist questions are written so that the ‘Yes’ column indicates a safe condition, and the ‘No’ column shows unsafe or unsatisfactory conditions. So at the end of the inspection, it is easy to see which things you need to put into your report – just look for ticks in the No column.

When you have completed your inspection, don’t forget to submit a report to the employer raising issues that need to be addressed. Follow-up your report to make sure appropriate action is taken where this is necessary. The report should contain matters that you wish the employer to address.  Don’t use the report to say that the workplace is safe – that’s not its purpose. If you don’t find anything you want to take up, simply record the fact that you have completed an inspection, and there is nothing you wish to raise as a result.

It is always worth asking your employer’s safety officer/advisor for a copy of any checklist(s) they use, as the checklist approach is often used by the experts. Your employer has a duty to give you such facilities and assistance as you may reasonably require under Regulation 4A(2) of the Safety Representatives & Safety Committee Regulations. Access to employer checklists is a perfectly reasonable request for assistance to help you undertake safety reps activity.

Substances Inspection Checklist – Occasional users

	Checklist Questions
	Yes
	No
	Comments

	General
	
	
	

	1)
Are there any substances used or produced in this place?
	
	
	Note any substances 

	2)
Are the substances essential to the work?
	
	
	

	3)
Is information relating to such substances available?
	
	
	

	4)
Are all staff aware of the presence of the substances?
	
	
	

	COSHH Assessment
	
	
	

	1)
Has a COSHH assessment been completed for each substance identified?
	
	
	

	2)
Were UCU safety reps involved in the assessment?
	
	
	

	3)
Have staff been informed of the hazards identified?
	
	
	

	4)
Is a copy of the key findings of the assessment readily accessible to staff?
	
	
	

	5)
Have you reviewed the assessment?
	
	
	

	Safe working practices/control measures
	
	
	

	1)
Are the control measures clearly stated and in place?
	
	
	

	2)
Are safe working practices clearly set out?
	
	
	

	3)
Is all material clearly labelled for designated use?
	
	
	

	4)
Are control measures monitored and tested regularly, and records kept?
	
	
	

	Information
	
	
	

	1)
Are safety data sheets available for staff to consult?
	
	
	

	2)
Do staff understand the risks associated with any of the substances in use?
	
	
	

	3)
Has safe working practice information been given to staff?
	
	
	

	Storage
	
	
	

	1)
Are all hazardous materials securely stored?
	
	
	

	2)
Are there authorised persons responsible for ensuring it is stored safely?
	
	
	

	Training
	
	
	

	1)
Have all members who handle hazardous materials been correctly trained in safe working practices?
	
	
	

	2)
Is there a logbook for recording training?
	
	
	

	3)
Are supervisory staff adequately trained?
	
	
	

	Organisation and Procedures
	
	
	

	1)
Is proper notice given to all staff when a toxic or hazardous material is introduced?
	
	
	

	2)
Are all substances proposed for introduction carefully considered before decisions are taken?
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