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Recurring health and safety mistakes cause the majority of workplace fatalities and injuries 
in the United Kingdom. For decades, HSE inspectors have seen the same preventable 
failures over and over again.

A major problem is business owner or manager complacency—rather than heeding 
warnings or following regulations, owners or managers choose to ignore common health 
and safety risks. Doing so only further legitimises lax health and safety policies and 
increases the incidence of workplace injuries and fatalities.

As an employer, you are responsible for your employees’ health and safety. Ensure they are 
safe and do not make the following common mistakes outlined by the HSE:

 Poorly maintained or misused ladders. Almost one-fifth of workplace falls are 
from ladders. Assess your ladders’ condition and make sure they are the right tool 
for the job.

 Dangerous work at height. Falls from height account for about 700,000 lost 
working days each year. They are the most common cause of workplace fatalities. 
Always use proper precautions such as edge protection and fall prevention 
equipment.

 Inadequate machine guards. Machines with fast-moving parts that lack the 
appropriate safety guards cause roughly 12 deaths and 40,000 injuries each year. 
Employers are responsible for ensuring that machines possess the necessary 
guards. Failure to do so can result in fines, injuries or fatalities.

 Poorly organised workplace transport. Vehicle-related incidents are 
commonplace and deadly—they cause about 50 deaths each year. Keep vehicles 
separate from workers in factory spaces and loading areas and stress that 
employees must always properly secure loads before moving them.

 Exposure to dangerous substances. The workplace may be full of hazardous 
materials such as asbestos, toxic paint vapours and silica dust. Each industry has 
specific guidelines for dealing with such substances. Ensure your workplace 
practices are compliant with government regulations—it is the best way to avoid 
injury or fatalities.

 Vibrating power tools. The repetitive use of hand-held power tools can result in 
hand-arm vibration syndrome (HAVS). Symptoms include blood vessel disorders, 
nerve damage in fingers and joints, numbness and lack of hand mobility. You are 
legally obligated to assess and lower risks like HAVS.

 Unhygienic or non-existent welfare facilities. Inspectors saw workplaces with 
filthy or completely missing lavatories and kitchen areas. Workers have a right to 
clean, adequate facilities rather than stark, Dickensian conditions.
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Residents of London and the South East reported the highest number of 
bogus health and safety excuses in the United Kingdom, according to a new 
analysis of reports submitted to the HSE’s Myth Busters Challenge Panel 
since its founding in April 2012. The panel was established to assist the public 
in challenging petty decisions made under the guise of health and safety.

Unfounded health and safety excuses, often accompanied by the justification 
‘Sorry, can’t do that because of health and safety’, damage a business’ 
reputation and undermine the seriousness of actual health and safety 
regulations. Health and safety law protects workers and saves lives, but 
workers using a phony excuse to avoid extra work, such as a fishmonger 
refusing to fillet a fish because it was ‘too slippery’ (an actual West Midlands 
case), only makes it more difficult to enforce and ensure uniform health and 
safety compliance.

Stress to your employees the importance of not abusing health and safety 
law, lest your business becomes known for using false health and safety 
excuses.

Consult the HSE’s report, in the form of a map, to assess the prevalence of ill-
founded excuses in your business’ area. You can find the map at 
http://press.hse.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/Myth-Map.jpg.

If you are located in Wales or the Highlands of Scotland, you can pat yourself 
on the back. These two areas had the smallest number of complaints related 
to spurious health and safety excuses, receiving only eight each.

London, on the other hand, received the most with 28, with the South East 
close behind at 27. The West Midlands had the third-most with 24, followed by 
Yorkshire and the Humber with 22 and the North West and the East with 18 
each.

Distance your business from such bogus invocations of health and safety law, 
and train your employees to know and comply with the proper regulations.

More than £5.5m paid out 
under HSE’s FFI scheme
UK businesses have paid more than £5.5 million 
for health and safety failings since October 2012 
under the HSE’s Fee for Intervention (FFI) 
scheme, according to a recent report. Under the 
Health and Safety (Fees) Regulations 2012, 
companies that break health and safety law are 
subject to covering HSE-related costs such as 
call-outs, inspections and investigations. The 
manufacturing sector paid the most (38 per cent 
of total payments), while the agricultural sector 
paid the least (2 per cent). Infractions ranged 
from slips, trips and falls to neglecting to provide 
enough toilets or washing facilities.

Refusal to serve hot water
The refusal of a North East hospital coffee bar to 
provide hot water to a tea drinker quickly soured 
the customer’s attitude. The customer wanted to 
use her own Earl Grey teabags, but said she was 
happy to pay full price for tea in exchange for a 
cup of hot water. The coffee bar denied her hot 
water due to health and safety reasons. As the 
customer and the HSE Myth Busters panel both 
pointed out, a coffee bar denying hot water is 
ridiculous—the level of risk is the same for 
purchasing hot water or another hot drink. This is 
yet another excuse of abysmal customer service 
masquerading as health and safety compliance.

Businessman fined for falsifying 
safety documents
A Shropshire businessman was fined £2,400 and 
ordered to pay £989 in costs for falsifying a 
safety document for a forklift truck. The 
businessman, who supplies workplace vehicles 
and lifting equipment, purposely made a false 
entry on a Report of Thorough Examination for 
the truck, a document required by law to show 
that lifting equipment is in good condition.

Charity shop donations refused
Workers at a Leeds charity shop placed a notice 
in the charity’s window stating that they are 
unable to accept further donations due to the 
ambiguous excuse of health and safety. After 
being contacted by the Myth Busters panel, the 
charity readily acknowledged that its use of the 
phrase ‘health and safety’ was misleading. The 
workers wanted to halt donations in order to sort 
their already overwhelming amount of inventory. 
The panel is confident that the charity will clearly 
explain its reasoning in the future.
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