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Health and safety at work

SIrR,—I welcome your balanced and positive
leading article (9 September, p 715) on health
and safety at work; however, there are a few
misunderstandings which I should like to
clear up.

You lament the absence of guidance from
the Health and Safety Executive on priorities
for the allocation of resources to safety and
health improvements. I can reassure your
readers that, while the HSE pilot survey into
health and safety in the medical services, which
you mention, did not discuss priorities (which
could not have been appropriate to a back-
ground discussion paper meant to encourage
employers and unions to make up their
own minds), we have made it clear in a sub-
sequent paper that HSE inspectors are very
willing to offer guidance on priorities in dis-
cussion with area management. This paper,
“The Approach of the Health and Safety
Executive to the Inspection of Hospitals and
Health Services,” has been sent to all area
health authorities and hospital service unions
and is available on request from the address at
the end of this letter. It explicitly states, “As
in the case of all other employers the inspectors
will be prepared to discuss priorities with

management, with a view to phasing less
urgent matters.”

Our inspection paper also deals with your
fears of HSE ““invasion” of the “territory of
clinical practice.” Your fears are apparently
prompted by the section of the Health and
Safety at Work Act which obliges all employers
to ensure, so far as is reasonably practicable,
that the health and safety of people not in their
employ is not adversely affected by the work
in progress. This section, as our paper says,
is “primarily intended to cover the incidental
effect of work activities on the health of the
public.” However, in the particular case of the
health services the whole purpose of hospital
work activity is to foster the health of the
patient. So we say in our paper: “Inspectors
will initially take the line that they will not
concern themselves with the professional or
nursing care of patients except as far as it may
be necessary to do so when dealing with certain
systems of work or the fitness of plant or equip-
ment.” That is the position until the legal
situation of how, in equity, this section should
apply to hospitals has been thoroughly dis-
cussed with all concerned.

In your leader you also refer to the possibility

that the NHS might be exempt from enforce-
ment. While it is true that many employees in
the health services, and most in hospitals, are
employed by the Crown, the Act does provide
that the general obligations are binding on the
Crown. In addition, the Health and Safety
Commission has agreed to the executive’s
instituting a system of Crown notices which,
though not ultimately enforceable at law, are
available for use by inspectors in the sort of
circumstances in which in industry they would
issue a prohibition notice or improvement
notice under the Act.

In order to co-ordinate the activities of
inspectors, to draw together information
about problems of health and safety in hos-
pitals, and to provide a focus for discussion
with management, professional staff, and
employees I have nominated a senior inspector
in the field to carry out this work—namely,
Mr J Rudd, Area Director, South-west Area,
HM Factory Inspectorate Health and Safety
Executive, Inter City House, Mitchell Lane,
Victoria Street, Bristol BS1 6AN.

It is my intention that inspection should be
undertaken incisively and consistently but
also with understanding of the problems and
objectives of the Health Service. We are more
than ready to discuss problems which arise
and, where appropriate, to consider alterna-
tive approaches.

J D G HAMMER
HM Chief Inspector of Factories

Health and Safety Executive,
Regina House,

259 Old Marylebone Road,
London NW1 5RR



