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HSE to Tackle Stress in Local Authorities
The Health and Safety Executive are running stress audits in local authorities.  Stress is responsible for 19.4% of all sickness absence within local councils.  Five local authorities in the North-West of England have already been studied and the pilot is going nation-wide later this year.

It is important that UNISON branches are consulted before any pilot is introduced and that safety reps are part of the audit process.  It is hoped that branches will co-operate as the audits are a useful way of showing how badly local authority employers are at dealing with the causes of stress.

The findings so far show that:

· There is a lack of a corporate policy for the management of work-related stress in local authorities;

· Only a few have undertaken risk assessments on stress;

· There seems to be a common failure to recognise organisational, rather than individual issues;

· Involvement of trade unions and workers in the management process is limited;

· Communication with staff and trade unions is generally poor;

· There is little evidence of primary prevention for managing occupational stress; and

· There is a general absence of any monitoring or review of the management process.

UNISON will be hoping that as many local authorities as possible are monitored, but meanwhile branches should attempt to address the issue of stress by using UNISON's guide to stress (stock number 1725) available from Communications Unit.

Revitalising Health and Safety
The Chair of the Health and Safety Commission recently wrote to the Chief Executive of every local authority asking what progress they had made on meeting the government's revitalising targets of a 10% cut in accidents, a 20% reduction in ill-health and a 30% reduction in days lost through ill-health, by 2010.

Although a number of local authorities have responded, most have not and as a result the Health and Safety Executive will be taking proactive action to encourage local authorities to set and meet, clear targets.

The first pilot for this will be in the North-West of England and it will include both inspections of and meetings with the local authorities.  The HSE have given an assurance that trade unions will be involved in the process.

Fatalities within local authorities

The most recent "accident" figures show that 8 employees were killed while working for local authorities last year, including  2 hit by vehicles.  One was on a weighbridge; the other on a roadside. Of the rest, one fell under a refuse vehicle; one was hit by a tree during felling; one was killed when a forklift overturned; one when he lost control of a lawnmower; one was crushed when picking up a skip; and one died after climbing into a waste cardboard compactor to clear a blockage.  In addition, 3 members of the public were killed by reversing refuse trucks.

All these deaths were avoidable had proper safety systems been in place.  However they show the real human cost of failures to implement safe systems of work.
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