
The HSE has completed its campaign to 

promote the safety of operators working 

at low-level heights. It is hoped that the 

Height Aware Campaign will have helped the 

authority to achieve its aim of a 3% overall 

reduction in the number of fatalities and major 

injuries at work by 2007/8.

“Last year, 53 people died in falls at work; 

seven of them from below head height. We 

felt that the Height Aware Campaign was 

necessary because every death that occurs 

is one too many, and most of the falls that 

cause major injuries are preventable,” said 

an HSE spokesperson. 

The campaign focused on workers in the 

maintenance sector and aimed to raise 

awareness about the ‘forgotten’ risks of low-

level work at height amongst electricians, 

glaziers, heating and ventilation engineers, 

painters and decorators. The message was 

communicated through coverage in the 

regional and trade press, radio and print 

The ‘forgotten’ risks

advertising, promotion through stakeholder 

websites and a communication campaign 

that used contractor contact information 

contained in stakeholder and HSE databases.

Campaign stakeholders included the Access 

Industry Forum, which was praised in May by 

Lords Parliamentary Under Secretary (with 

responsibility for all Department of Work and 

Pensions issues), for its work in providing 

improved education and equipment to reduce 

risks to those working at height.

In accordance with the Work at Height 

Regulations 2005, the Height Aware Campaign 

urged employers to plan work properly, 

assess risks accurately, make use of the correct 

equipment and ensure that workers are 

competent and suffi  ciently trained. An HSE 

inspector reinforced the message with the 

warning: “Accidents cost businesses money, 

but for a smaller operator they can cost more 

than that – they can cost you your business. 

Worst of all, they can cost individuals their lives.”

The campaign ran throughout May 

and June. After its conclusion, an HSE 

spokesperson acknowledged that there 

are further challenges still to be met: “Falls 

from height will remain an HSE priority 

for quite some time. But we can only 

enforce; employers themselves need to 

take responsibility for prevention. We can’t 

be there all the time, and once an accident 

does happen, it’s too late.”

The HSE has come under fi re for a dramatic 

25% fall in the number of health and safety 

inspections in workplaces in the last three 

years. The fi gures came to light in the April-

June issue of the TUC-backed journal Hazards. 

Having initially claimed that it did not hold 

the data, the HSE subsequently apologised 

and released it to the magazine following a 

series of freedom-of-information requests.

The resultant exposure of the fall in 

inspections, from 74,000 in 2002/3 to 

55,000 in 2004/5, has prompted concern. 

TUC general secretary, Brendan Barber, 

commented, “There is a real danger that 

the UK’s safety record will get worse unless 

the HSE devotes more resources to carrying 

out a greater number of more eff ective 

inspections. With visits and prosecutions at a 

new low, there is no incentive for employers 

to tighten up on safety, and, as a result, more 

workers are likely to die, be made ill or be 

injured at work.” 

Hazards also revealed that prosecutions, 

convictions and prohibition or improvement 

notices for the same period have dropped 

by about 26, 24 and 25%, respectively.

Dramatic fall in health and safety inspections

IOSH and the Scottish Trades Union 

Congress (STUC) condemned the trend. 

STUC assistant secretary Ian Tasker expressed 

concern that the HSE had diverted resources 

away from “frontline enforcement.”

“Any other interventions in workplaces by 

the HSE should not be implemented at 

the expense of inspections, the key tool in 

protecting workers’ safety, but through the 

provision of additional resources,” he said.

A spokesperson for the HSE cited an IT 

problem as the reason for the delay in 

producing the data, and admitted that there 

had been a shift of emphasis in response to 

industry’s changing needs: “There is more need 

for HSE staff  to spend time educating and 

helping employers to bring themselves up to 

standard. Issues over occupational ill health, for 

example, can’t be solved by an inspection or 

an improvement notice. Duty of care lies with 

the employers, so it’s in their interest to make 

improvements. It’s better if we can work with 

them to achieve real, long-term success.”

He also cited signifi cant improvement in the 

UK’s health and safety system as a reason for 

the decline in inspection and prosecution 

levels. Asked to respond to suggestions that 

the HSE is neglecting its responsibility to ensure 

safety in workplaces, he commented, “If that 

were the case, the number of major accidents 

in workplaces would be going up. The fi gures 

don’t show that: on the 

contrary, they show that 

we have the second 

best health and safety 

system in Europe.”
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The HSE is facing criticism from the trade unions

“Any other interventions in workplaces by the HSE should 
not be implemented at the expense of inspections”




