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LITHIUM BATTERIES: FIRE AND EXPLOSION RISKS

There have been problems in the past with lithium batteries overheating, going on fire and even exploding, particularly when being used on research ships.   This was a problem long before the recent spate of exploding laptop computers.   An interesting paper was published in 2003 by the Civil Aviation Authority, and although it was aimed at battery fires in flight it contains some useful information about how the fires were caused and how to extinguish them.   See the executive summary of Dealing with in-flight lithium battery fires in portable electronic devices starting on p7 of the document at http://www.caa.co.uk/docs/33/CAPAP2003_04.PDF .

OCCUPATIONAL HEALTH

“Rabbit flu”: see the BBC news item about the death of a farmer who picked up a rabbit carcase - http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/england/suffolk/5269766.stm .   Although the risk of contracting the disease is normally low it may have been heightened in this case because the farmer had an open wound on his hand.

RISK ASSESSMENT

Revised HSE guidance: HSE has revised its guidance on risk assessment.   See http://www.hse.gov.uk/risk/ for the general risk page, including a link to the revised free leaflet 5 steps to risk assessment.   There is also a link to an excellent real example of an office risk assessment.

LEGISLATION & LEGAL ISSUES

Work at Height Regulations: HSE is consulting on changes to these regulations, but only in so far as they affect people who are paid to lead or train climbing and caving activities in the adventure activity sector.   See http://www.hse.gov.uk/press/2006/c06020.htm if you would like details.

Workplace exposure limits: HSE is consulting on new limits – see 
 http://www.hse.gov.uk/press/2006/c06016.htm for details.   This is HSE’s reaction to the EU 2nd directive on indicative occupational exposure limit values, which requires member states to incorporate new limits for 33 substances into law by September 2007.

Revised asbestos regulations: the HSC will recommend that Parliament adopts revised regulations and 2 new Approved Codes of Practice described in http://www.hse.gov.uk/press/2006/c06015.htm .   The new regulations introduce a lower single control limit of 0.1 fibres per cm3 of air for work with all types of asbestos and replace 3 existing sets of regulations.    They also include practical guidelines for the determination of “sporadic and low intensity exposure”, as required by an EU Directive.

Corporate manslaughter: the government published the Corporate Manslaughter & Corporate Homicide Bill on 21 July 2006.   For a summary of the bill see 
 http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm200506/cmbills/220/en/index_220.htm .   For the full text, see http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm200506/cmbills/220/06220.i-ii.html .   In a brief covering article, Safety & Health Practitioner for August 2006 said that the bill is unlikely to become law before 2008.

Using hand-held mobile phones: RoSPA have reported that the police are to investigate people using  hand-held mobile phones for work purposes, and may follow up with employers.   See Appendix 1 for details.

Fire safety in Scotland: Ivan Ezzi has pointed out that the fire safety law in Scotland is different in detail from the law for England and Wales, although the principle of risk assessment is still the basis of the new Fire (Scotland) Act 2005.    For a copy of the recently-published guidance booklet on the new law, see http://www.infoscotland.com/firelaw/files/Summary_Guide_Full_doc.pdf .   A copy of this leaflet should have been sent to all workplaces in Scotland.   I will amend the draft fire procedure to include the Scottish law and explain how it differs from the law for England and Wales.  
WELCOME DOSE OF COMMON SENSE

In late August HSC published a press notice condemning the “cotton-wool” approach to health and safety – see the press notice at http://www.hse.gov.uk/press/2006/c06021.htm .

EU CONSULTATION ON LABELLING OF SUBSTANCES

HSC is encouraging contributions to an EU consultation about labelling of substances.    See http://consultations.hse.gov.uk/inovem/consult.ti/ghschemicals for further details.   The consultation ends on 21 October 2006.
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Appendix 1
Use of hand-held mobile phones while driving at work
If police stop a driver for using a hand-held mobile phone and find that s/he is driving at work, they will notify the employer and may send a uniformed traffic officer to seek a meeting with a company director.   The police officer will ask about risk management strategy and may require documentary evidence that H&S legislation covering driving at work is being enforced by an adequate policy, driver risk assessments, procedures and training, and is being effectively managed.

New guidelines from the Association of Chief Police Officers recommend that the HSE should be involved when the employer’s failure to manage safety has significantly contributed to the incident.   Firms that fail or refuse to co-operate may be issued with an improvement notice.   Depending on the seriousness of the offence, court action may follow.

The police are not out to target businesses, but to encourage them to operate responsibly.   The scheme is designed to embarrass companies which do not fulfil their responsibilities, but the police will also offer support and guidance.   HSE pointed out that employers had a duty of care to employees while at work, and a responsibility to ensure that other people are not harmed by their work-related activities. 

Any employee using a hand-held mobile phone while driving at work in a company, private or hired vehicle may be subject to an investigation by the police and HSE.

