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WORKER INVOLVEMENT – ARE THEY BOTHERED?
Introduction

Last year the HSC published a Consultation Document on “Improving Worker Involvement – Improving Health and Safety”. The document had some positive points and a large number of GMB safety reps responded to the document in a like manner. There was clear recognition within the document on the knowledge and experience they could bring to workplace safety issues. Overwhelmingly the response from trade unions, and their reps, was for their rights to be clarified and extended.

In what context was the consultation issued?

In the original document, many reps thought the HSC approach too narrow and prescriptive in that it didn’t seem to reflect the changing nature of work in modern Britain. Historically, when the original SRSC Regulations became effective in 1978, the industrial landscape was a very different place. There were many more large workplaces, including more heavy industries such as shipbuilding and manufacturing. There was a much smaller percentage of the workforce who were female and a much less ethnically diverse workforce. There was less casualisation or agency work within workplaces and a much less mobile workforce. As the HSC did not appear to consider any of this, in effect, they proposed no real change.

What changes did GMB want?

As a minimum, GMB wanted to see three things:

1) A clear guide to safety rep involvement in the risk assessment process.

2) A written response from management or employer on any issues raised in writing (such as a Hazard Report Form).

3) Enforcement from HSE on the rights safety reps already have, particularly on facility time off and for inspections.

We also suggested that we would welcome the introduction of a “roving safety rep” to reflect the changing nature of work, and that the use of Provisional Improvement Notices (PINs) to stop dangerous jobs would be a positive addition to a safety reps rights. In reality, while the arguments for these are strong from a trade union point of view, it was always unlikely that the government or HSC would endorse them.

What was the HSC response to all this?

The first word that comes to mind is ineffectual! This is reinforced when looking at the volume of responses that largely followed the GMB agenda. There is an acknowledgement that the following needs doing:

▪Revitalising guidance – This would include simplifying and updating the “Brown Book”, making it more streamlined and coherent.

▪Promoting worker involvement through HSE inspectors and Local Authority enforcers.

▪Encouraging the greater involvement of women as representatives.

▪Strengthening worker involvement in health initiatives.

Is that it and if so why?

As things stand, and bearing in mind how long they have had to analyse the responses, it would appear that this is a final decision. Much of this can be laid down as being due to the responses of some of the larger employer organisations and their distinctive lack of written endorsement during the consultation. This means that the results are skewered in favour of business and does little to reduce perceptions that they have a greater influence within government than any other consultee. A clear majority favoured a different course, but the HSC responded to the minority viewpoint.

What happens now?

At the meeting to endorse the conclusions, the HSC commissioners who represent the TUC argued strongly that the document (obviously) did not go far enough in recognising the role that trade union safety reps play in reducing accidents and injury in the workplace. They have managed to get the HSC to at least consider that the reps have a real role to play in the risk assessment process, and that it is only logical that reports made in writing are responded to accordingly.  The HSC have said they will look at these again.  So in the meantime, watch this space! For further information on this, contact john.mcclean@gmb.org.uk 
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