Meeting workplace safety responsibilities
By Rachel Gualano, Executive Client Manager (Education), WorkSafe Victoria
The nature of the role of school principal calls for an enormous diversity of skills and knowledge that goes beyond the role of educator. Ensuring that those who come to school can go back home without injury is one of the basic, even moral, responsibilities of principals.
Safe schools have been shown to create positive synergies with the basic mission of principals as educators - achieving high functioning schools. Healthy and happy staff, free from physical or psychosocial injury, can spend their energy in building improved student learning outcomes. It is a win-win situation for everyone.

A safe working environment also helps the bottom line of the school system in ways beyond reducing Workcover premiums. A reputation for carelessness with regard to health and safety can cause turnover of staff that can seriously hurt school functioning and finances.
As a bare minimum, an employer has a legal obligation to provide for workplace health and safety. The Occupational Health and Safety (OHS) Act 1985 places a duty of care on employers to provide a working environment that is safe and without risks to health.
In Victoria, education legislation (through the Teaching Service Order 165) requires principals (subject to the general control and direction of the Secretary of the Education Department) to ensure that the provisions of the OHS Act are complied with. 
For all the reasons above, principals must provide leadership in ensuring the health and safety of staff, students and visitors, including contractors and parents. 
Unfortunately, schools are not totally safe. In 2002/03, there were 1915 workplace injury claims made from the education sector. Sixty-three percent (1215) of these claims were from primary and secondary schools.

As the regulator of OHS in Victoria, WorkSafe has been working closely with peak education bodies and schools, including principals, to help make schools safer workplaces. Covering both public and private schools, this intervention takes a proactive approach to ensuring schools are fixing the risks of staff being injured at work.

As part of a project focused on prevention of injuries in schools, WorkSafe Victoria has conducted 1000 inspections at just over 200 schools – and issued over 400 safety-related notices since September last year.
To be able to meet their duty of care, principals must be able to demonstrate injury prevention measures compatible with the state of knowledge – ie, what is generally known about a particular risk and how to minimise it.
WorkSafe Victoria’s website is a good place to start looking for such information, including sector-specific guidance. We continually update our education sector specific site at: http://www.workcover.vic.gov.au/vwa/home.nsf/pages/so_education
WorkSafe inspectors can also provide relevant guidance during their workplace visits. 

Schools in Victoria, including those outside the Government system, should comply with the guidance issued by the Department of Education & Training at http://www.eduweb.vic.gov.au/HRWeb/ohs/default.htm. Beyond that, guidance issued by the education industry, including by other state jurisdictions, also forms part of the state of knowledge. 
It is important to keep in mind that the state of knowledge is dynamic, since hazards as well as solutions to risk are continuously changing. Community expectations also define what is acceptable. A good example is the increasing expectations the community has to managing bullying in the workplace. WorkSafe expects the guidance issued on this matter in 2003 to be complied with.

New technology can help minimise risks to health and safety, but it can also create new hazards. For example, extensive and inappropriate use of laptop computers can lead to an increased risk of musculoskeletal injuries.

Principals therefore need to keep up with the current state of knowledge.

Identifying priorities for prevention
As a first step, principals should identify the hazards in their schools. Taking stock of past incidents and injuries in their school, and comparing with industry knowledge wherever possible, is a good way to begin.

Analysis based on the detailed descriptions of causes of about 4500 workplace injury claims from Victorian schools shows the following causes of injury (Table 1).
Table 1:  Causes of injury in schools
	Cause of claims
	Percentage

	Manual handling
	27.1%

	Slips, trips and falls
	25.5%

	Stress
	18.1%

	Sports related
	11.9%

	Unspecified 
	9.0%

	Challenging behaviours
	4.6%

	Voice problems
	3.1%

	Noise/ hearing loss
	0.9%


During their visits as part of our intervention program, WorkSafe inspectors focused on 11 specific OHS issues. Their findings show that although schools are doing a fairly acceptable job in some areas, they have significant performance shortfalls in others. The highlights of our findings are listed below (Table 2).

Table 2:  Baseline information on OHS systems in Victorian schools

	OHS issue reviewed
	Systems NOT in place

	Manual Handling
	60%

	Handling and Storage of Hazardous Substances
	58.5%

	Contractor Management Systems 
	55%

	Guarding and Maintenance of Plant
	50%

	Incident Notification Reporting/Investigation 
	42%

	Student (and other persons’) Health and Safety 
	41%

	Slips, Trips and Falls in the Workplace
	39%

	Systematic Management of OHS
	36%

	Consultative mechanisms 
	33%

	Emergency Arrangements 
	27.5%

	Management Knowledge of OHS Act and responsibilities
	6%


While it is clear that broad knowledge of health and safety legislation and responsibilities under the OHS Act is not an issue in most schools, the actual actions taken to fulfil these responsibilities leave much to be desired.
Schools without systems in place and without ongoing monitoring and implementation of such systems could be seen not to have fulfilled their legal duty of care and possibly prosecuted. 
We can see that manual handling is the single largest cause of injury in schools (Table1), but is the least acknowledged in terms of the duty of care (Table 2). 
The second largest cause of injury is slips, trips and falls (Table1). While relatively easier to fix, nearly 40% of schools have not implemented systems to control this risk (Table 2).
Other areas where schools seem to be significantly neglecting their responsibilities are: handling and storage of hazardous substances, contractor management and plant guarding and maintenance.

In addition, inspector and anectodal feedback indicates that risks to health and safety from asbestos also need to better managed in many schools.

Identifying risks at your school
This broader picture of OHS in schools, combined with workplace level audits and injury or hazard reports specific to their school, can help principals prioritise their health and safety efforts, in consultation with the health and safety representative.
To help you identify risks in your school, outlined below are some WorkSafe’s findings around four of the most common workplace hazards in schools. 
	Manual handling
Many schools did not have a formal system of identifying hazards or assessing hazardous manual handling tasks to reduce risks. 
Top 3 risks
1. Elevated storage areas or large items being stored incorrectly

2. Moving and/or setting up of furniture in classrooms or for functions, including chairs, tables and computer monitors.
3. Handling large or bulky items such as kitchen supplies or bags of clay

Other risks observed
4. Setting up basketball / netball rings 

5. Pulling out seat systems in theatres

6. Carrying books between rooms

7. Pinning up students’ work and other display material on walls

8. Bending down to students at low level

9. Repetitive tasks at PCs

10.  Issues regarding special-needs students, such as use of mechanical lifting  

       devices and transfers to/from wheelchair



	Slips, trips & falls
Many schools did not have a formal system in place for identifying 

and resolving hazards.
Top 3 risks
1. Storage on shelving that is too high

2. Trip Hazards, including:

· Computer or electrical leads across floors
· Cement walkways with uneven or raised edges

· Ramps with uneven or raised edges, or slippery when wet

· Steps that are damaged or slippery when wet

· Mats with uneven or raised edges

· Carpets that have been damaged or with raised edges
3. Poor housekeeping
Other risks observed
4. Unsuitable flooring in certain areas, ie, vinyl floors in kitchen & sink areas become slippery when wet

5. No guard railing in place on mezzanine floors, stairways or ramps

6. Drain grates removed from pathways exposing drains


	Handling & storage of hazardous substances
Many schools had not completed Hazard Identification or Risk Assessments 

Top 3 risks
1. MSDSs not available, out-of-date or not accessible

2. Chemical registers incomplete, out-of-date, not available or accessible

3. Unlabelled bottles of substances in use

Other risks observed
4. Lack of spill control or containment

5. Hazardous chemicals stored dangerously, ie corrosive chemicals on top of 
      flammable chemicals

6. Chemicals stored inappropriately, ie, on unstable, high or porous shelving

7. Unrestrained gas bottles in rooms

8. Maintenance of exhaust, ventilation, extractor fans not carried out or inadequate.  Most common in science labs and workshop areas (wood , metal, ceramics) 
9. No safe disposal arrangements

10. Unused chemicals or dangerous goods kept in storage

11. Dangerous goods or chemicals exceeding relevant or safe quantities

12. Not enough ventilation of storage areas

13. Cross-flow spray booths not maintained



	Guarding & maintenance of plant
Many schools had not carried out risk assessments for plant items

Top 3 risks
1. Guards not in place on machinery (removed, broken) or people able to access moving parts

2. Regular maintenance not carried out, ie, records out-of-date or not available

3. No system in place to ensure maintenance of emergency stop buttons
Other risks observed
4. Proof of registration of equipment not displayed, not available or not current for lifts, kilns or boiler & pressure vessels

5.  Poor access to emergency stop buttons

6. ‘Run-down’ time after emergency stop buttons activated is too long (up to 3 mins)

7.  Wheeled machinery, ie, ride-on-mowers, in state of disrepair
8.  No training available for persons using plant or machinery

9.  Doors to high-risk plant area not locked


Addressing OHS Risks
Having identified and understood the problems, it is necessary to address them. 
Consulting around risk controls, resourcing and actioning the controls is the next crucial step.
There are four key drivers to improving OH&S outcomes. They are:

Visible Management Commitment to OHS

· Make OHS a priority at the school council level
· Ensure managers in schools are trained in their OHS obligations and responsibilities clearly allocated 
Building organisation-wide OHS culture

· Engage employees in planning and implementing safety systems
· Empower and consult with health and safety representatives (HSRs)
· Clearly distinguish the role of HSRs and management representatives
Integrating OHS with infrastructure decisions

· Design workplace safety into any new facilities
· Invest in equipment and facilities to eliminate or manage risk
Developing systems and processes for OHS

· Implement OHS risk assessments and risk controls across all hazards and hazardous activites
· Establish early reporting of hazards for early intervention
· Develop rapid injury response processes and return to work plans
WorkSafe Victoria’s intervention in schools is continuing in 2004/05, focussing on major injury risk factors - manual handling, slips trips and falls, chemicals management and plant guarding and maintenance. 

Through an ongoing transparent communication process with stakeholders, WorkSafe Victoria hopes that employers and principals have controlled their health and safety risks before our inspectors visit their schools.

· Rachel Gualano can be contacted via email, rachel_gualano@workcover.vic.gov.au, if you have any questions about WorkSafe Victoria’s Schools Intervention Projects.
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