INFORMATION SHEET NO 1

Guidance on Risk Assessment

Stage 1 – Analysis of Tasks

In order to ensure that all hazards that staff and others might face are identified, it is best to first consider the workplace and all the tasks that are carried out in the organisation.  It is necessary to define what is meant by task.  A task can be something as simple as changing the wheel on a car or as large and complex as refurbishing a new building.  The more complex the task, the more it is necessary to split it into all its component parts so that it will be broken down further into more manageable tasks which can then be individually examined.  Each of these tasks is then examined in terms of its activities, use of plant and equipment, use of substances and materials, processes, and the place where it is carried out.  

Stage 2 – Hazard Identification

After breaking down a task into its component elements (i.e. activities, plant, materials etc.) the next stage is to identify the hazards involved.  It is important not to be side-tracked into identifying things as hazards that are in fact not hazards.  This can waste time and result in a failure to address the real issues and to consider proper control measures.  For example, failure to wear eye protection when using a grinder is not a hazard, it is the abrasive wheel which is the hazard.  Not wearing eye protection is a failure to comply with a control measure and is a factor that will be taken into account when analysing and evaluating risk.  Similarly, damage to an electricity extension lead is not a hazard, the hazard is the electricity itself.   The damage exposes a hazard and is therefore an unsafe or dangerous condition and again will be taken into account when assessing the risks.  By identifying electricity as a hazard, questions can be asked about the appropriateness of electrical tools in the task being assessed, or the possibility of reducing the risk of electrocution at source by providing low voltage tools could be considered.  If the damage to the lead is the hazard identified it is likely that the only control measure considered would be to repair the lead and possibly set up a maintenance regime.

By identifying that the substance, machine, method of work has some potential for harm, such as a form of energy, a physical condition or a chemical, physical, psychological or biological property may help to avoid making lists of unsafe conditions.

Stage 3 – People at Risk

When considering who is at risk, it is important to consider not just those directly involved in the activity but also those who may be affected by the activity, for example because they are in the vicinity or have a related task.  Individuals within a group may face different levels of risk, depending upon personal qualities such as competence, experience, age, ability, physical condition or pregnancy.  The management regulations require employers to specifically consider pregnant workers, new mothers, persons under 18 years of age and those especially at risk.  The following is a list of groups and individuals within those groups who may be at risk from hazards.

1. Operators involved in activity and other employers in the workplace could include the following

Skilled operators, trainees and new workers, young workers, old workers, pregnant workers, workers with a breathing disability, partially sited workers, workers with impaired movement, lone workers, shift workers

2. Maintenance and Cleaning Workers - may be workers shown in category 1 above

3. Contractors – may be workers shown in category 1 above, regular contractors, first time  contractors.

4. Visitors to the workplace may be regular, first time

5. Passers by and members of the public may include adults, children, blind persons, disabled persons, persons with prams, those from nearby schools, those from nearby hospitals, trespassers etc.

Stage 4 – Analysing Risk

As explained risk comprises two elements, likelihood and severity.  Both of these need to be analysed as part of the risk assessment.  The severity of harm is awfulness of the outcome of an accident. i.e. anything from minor injury to death, to one person or to many.  The likelihood of harm is estimated frequency of the harm occurring i.e. never to very frequent.  The analysis of the factors of severity and likelihood are important to enable a balance of risk against the cost of the measures provided/to be provided.

Severity
Factors affecting severity of risk include the following.  Numbers of people that may be affected, level of energy for example voltage pressure heat noise, concentration for example full strength or diluted acid.  Toxicity of a substance if the hazard is a substance.  A hazard can have varying levels of severity, for example the severity of harm as a result of an electric hazard can vary with the voltage.  The severity of harm from a fall can vary with the height fallen.  

Likelihood 

Factors affecting the likelihood of harm include numbers exposed to hazard, frequency of exposure, length of exposure, types of persons exposed environment and measures provided to control the hazard.  Likelihood can be affected by conditions in the workplace, for example a short trailing cable stuck to the floor with people in an office where one person works is unlikely to cause someone to trip, a long unsecured cable across the floor of a busy supermarket is very likely for someone to trip.

Control Measures 

It is also important to examine existing control measures as part of the risk assessment as this affects the likelihood of harm occurring.  The more effective the measure to protect against a hazard the less likely it is harm will result.  Control measures can be divided into two types, safe place and safe personal measures.  Safe place measures are engineering or hardware solutions which try to make the workplace, plant, materials, substances as safe as possible.  There are various safe place measures which vary in terms of the effectiveness of reducing risks.  This varying effectiveness can be ranked to produce a hierarchy of control as follows.  

1. Controls which eliminate the hazard

2. Controls which should reduce the hazard at source

3. Controls which should reduce exposure to the hazard by means of physical measures that protect everyone and individuals, these can be further classified into the following hierarchy

a)
Controls which enclose a hazard either fully or partially, example


i)
machine guards


ii)
noise produced in an enclosure around a machine


iii)
insulation on electrical equipment

b)
Controls which remove people from the hazard, example a barrier around an excavation, uninsulated high voltage electrical conductors strung at high level pylons, dangerous parts of a machine sited in an inaccessible place

c)
Controls which reduce contact with the hazard


i)
a trip device in the machine


ii)
general ventilation

Safe personal measures are usually applied after safe place measures to further reduce any remaining risk.  Safe personal controls include 

· protective clothing

· instruction

· training

· a defined procedure for the tasks

· permit to work system

· signs

· information

Specific legislation determines the specific control measures in some cases but where there are no specific measures are mentioned, you must be practical.

Stage 5 – Evaluating the Risk

Risk Rating – the factors of severity and likelihood of harm from hazard can each be placed on a scale against numbers or words, in other words assess how likely and how severe the harm resulting from a hazard could be and assign two numbers or words to it.  The two factors of severity and likelihood are multiplied together to give a risk rating which may be useful in prioritising action to control the risk.
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