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The under-enforcement of Health and Safety
The Health and Safety Executive have published figures for the level of Health and Safety inspection and enforcement activity by local authorities in England, Wales and Scotland.  They cover the period up to 2002.

The figures show an appalling lack of enforcement activity, and a drop of 10% compared to previous years. 

The figures revealed that:

· There was a fall in the number of local authority inspectors for the fifth year running, and a drop of almost 12% since 1998/9.

· There was an 11% fall in inspections over the last year and a 20% decrease since 1998/9, continuing the downward trend of the 1990's.

· There were only 229 visits per 1000 premises.  9% less than the previous year and 22% less than in 1997/8.

· Local authorities took only 307 successful convictions compared to 352 the previous year and 440 in 1997/98.

· The average fine was £3134, 20% lower than the previous year.

· In terms of the number of inspections for every 1000 premises, London boroughs were by far the worse.

These figures illustrate starkly that local authorities are failing to provide the resources required to enforce even the most basic health and safety provision within their communities.  Meanwhile existing inspectors are being asked to take on more and more. 

Part of the problem is simply the failure of local authorities to pay enough to recruit environmental health officers.  This was highlighted in UNISON's evidence to the Local Government Pay Commission.

There is growing evidence that the government may use the lack of enforcement activity to strip local authorities of their enforcement powers.  Commenting on the statistics the Head of the Local Authority Unit of the Health and Safety Executive said "These statistics increase the potential for health and safety enforcement to be delivered centrally and be removed from local authorities".  UNISON will of course oppose any measures to remove enforcement powers from local government, but the best answer to  the critics is to increase the quality and quantity of enforcement activity on health and safety.

The HSE statistics on local authority enforcement can be found on the web at http://www.hse.gov.uk/statistics/industry

A further report on local government enforcement of health and safety is to be published by UNISON and the Centre for Corporate Accountability in September.
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