Safety Programs

Background

OSHA’s Guidelines for Safety Programs

The federal Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) helps employers structure their compliance with its requirements by developing Safety and Health Management Guidelines. The guidelines are not mandatory, but they are a good place to start in creating or revamping your company’s own safety program. 
The main points covered in OSHA’s guidelines are: management commitment and employee involvement; worksite analysis; hazard prevention and control; and safety and health training for employees and supervisors.

State Requirements

State laws vary on the subject. Some have their own OSH programs with regulations that must be as strict as federal requirements but may have added standards.  In addition, some states require companies to maintain their own safety programs—and, in addition, there may be different regulations concerning workers’ compensation.

Your Company’s Safety Programs

If your company is large enough to have a safety manager, the responsibility for implementing safety policies and programs lies with this person. However, in many companies safety requirements come under the Human Resources umbrella. 

Your safety committee can do much to manage the safety program; make sure it meets regularly and often. Members can also be involved in safety audits and walkarounds, accident investigations, training, and other functions. The development of facility-specific policies and procedures is critical.

And don’t think that because your company has only office facilities that you do not need a safety policy; there are still elements, such as fire prevention, evacuation, first aid, and other issues, that must be addressed.

Model safety programs are also available at safety.BLR.com.

Points to Cover


The company’s commitment to safety. Start out with a sentence or two reaffirming the company’s commitment to maintaining a safe and healthful place for employees to work.


Safety committee. If your company has an established safety committee, explain how its members are selected, what their responsibilities are, and what authority they have. Membership in such a group is usually open to both employees and management and may be on a rotating basis.


Care should be taken that you do not “bargain” with employees over safety in violation of the National Labor Relations Act.


Supervisors’ responsibilities. Whether or not they are on the safety committee, supervisors play a vital role in the implementation of safety policies. State as specifically as you can what supervisors are expected to do in carrying out these policies, for example, conducting safety and housekeeping inspections, filling out accident report forms, disciplining employees who disobey safety rules, orienting new workers about safety issues, ensuring that protective equipment is worn, etc.


Safety incentives. Incentives can help motivate employees, but it is important to make sure they do not lead to under-reporting of injuries. For this reason, avoid offering incentives that tie rewards (e.g., money, a pizza lunch, a day off) to injury and illness rates. Instead, you can offer incentives that encourage engagement. For example, reward employees for participating in training, reporting hazards, or completing job hazard analyses.

Employees’ responsibilities. Even the most vigilant supervisor cannot compensate for an inattentive, careless, or deliberately rebellious employee. While employees may not actually read the policy manual, it is important to spell out their responsibilities so that supervisors can occasionally remind them of the role they must play in accident prevention. These responsibilities might include noting hazards and reporting them to their supervisors, offering suggestions for improving safety procedures, or adhering to all company safety rules.

Accident investigation and reporting procedures. An investigation may be carried out either by the Human Resources department, the safety committee, or the supervisor. Be sure to specify what information is needed, what forms must be filled out, and any tips that might be helpful either to the person conducting an investigation or the person(s) assisting him or her.


Procedures for correcting or eliminating hazards. Under what circumstances should a supervisor (or an employee) take immediate action on his or her own to correct a safety hazard? If immediate action is not warranted, what are the appropriate channels through which corrective measures should be routed?


Safety training and education programs. Some companies have periodic training sessions for both employees and supervisors either to acquaint them with new safety hazards or to refresh their memories about long-standing hazards and what should be done to avoid them.


Safety inspections. If inspections are a routine part of your safety program, you may want to include either a brief mention of them in your policy or even a copy of the inspection checklist(s) you use.


Protective equipment. If you don’t have a separate policy statement covering personal protective equipment (safety shoes, safety glasses, earplugs, hair nets, etc.), then be sure to include a statement.


Ergonomics. Operating machinery or computer equipment can cause a number of problems, from carpal tunnel syndrome to musculoskeletal disorders. You should consider whether you need a specific safety policy concerning ergonomics.


Disciplinary action. Violations of safety rules should carry penalties similar to those for other rule violations. You can either refer your readers to your policies on Work Rules and Disciplinary Procedures, or recap the penalties for safety violations. 


Be careful to discipline all employees who violate safety rules, not just those who violate safety rules and file a workers’ compensation claim.


Physical exams. If you don’t have a policy on physical examinations for newly hired employees or those returning to work after a long absence, you may want to include this as part of your safety program. You can also simply refer your readers to the physical exam policy if it is located elsewhere in the manual.


Keep in mind that a variety of laws can apply to physicals, including the state workers compensation laws, the Americans with Disabilities Act, and the Family and Medical Leave Act.


Fitness for duty. In addition to physical exams for new hires and employees returning from leave, consider a fitness for duty policy that requires employees to be in a physical and mental state that enables them to safely perform their job. The same laws that apply to physical exams are likely to also apply to any fitness for duty policy.


Workers’ Compensation. If you don’t want to establish a separate policy statement on workers’ comp, this might be a good place to mention what benefits an injured worker receives and what documentation is required.

Legal Points


Occupational Safety and Health Act (OSH Act). The OSH Act requires employers to provide a safe workplace for employees. This federal law may require you to have a variety of safety plans or policies. The lack of such policies can lead to employee injuries and also to fines imposed by the government. Additionally, the Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) requires employers to provide personal protective equipment for employees. 


Medical records. OSHA may require you to perform annual physicals (e.g., hearing tests) and to retain the records for a specific period of time. 


Collective bargaining agreements. Union contracts may require a safety program.


NLRA. If your safety committee is composed of management and hourly employees, care must be taken to avoid violating the NLRA. The safety committee could become an employer-dominated union in violation of that law.


ADA. To avoid unsafe employees, employers used to ask whether applicants had been injured on the job. That question now, if asked at the wrong time, can lead to an ADA discrimination claim. Consider replacing that question with another, such as whether the employee has violated any safety rules in the past. Asking whether an employee can safely perform a job is also likely to raise ADA issues.


FMLA. This law may give job protection to employees injured on the job and may require you to allow them intermittent leave. It also requires that medical information concerning FMLA be kept in confidence.


GINA. GINA prohibits employment discrimination based on genetic information but does permit employers to gather certain information. For example, as part of an employer’s compliance with the OSH Act, genetic information to be used for genetic monitoring of the biological effects of toxic substances in the workplace may be gathered. GINA also limits disclosure of genetic information by an employer. Genetic information does not include a manifested disease that has or may have a genetic basis.


Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA). The FLSA may require employers to pay employees for the time they spend traveling to, undergoing, or traveling from medical examinations. The FLSA requires employers to pay employees for time spent in mandatory safety meetings. The FLSA also requires employers to pay employees for time spent working on a safety committee.


Workers’ compensation discrimination. Disciplining employees for violating safety rules may prompt a claim that the true reason for the discipline is the filing of a workers’ compensation claim. As you write and apply your disciplinary policy as it relates to safety violations, keep this in mind.


State and local laws. Many states have laws similar to the OSH Act, and the state 
laws may afford more protection to employees. Additionally, states, cities, and counties may enact laws relating to ergonomics, fire, smoking, and the like that apply to your workplace.


Confidentiality. The ADA, GINA, FMLA, and other federal laws require that medical records be kept in confidence. These laws may be applied to the medical information you obtain in the course of investigating an accident.


Attorney-client privilege. When you create an accident report, you may be creating a road map for someone who wants to sue you. You may not have to show that road map if it is privileged information, such as a communication to your attorney. Ask your attorney to help you design your accident reporting forms so that information that should remain confidential does.

Things to Consider

The first and most obvious consideration here will be the nature of your company’s operations. A manufacturing firm is going to have to put a lot more thought and planning into its safety program policy than a small, white-collar organization for the simple reason that safety is a more pressing concern in a manufacturing environment. However, even the small, white-collar office will need to address the ergonomic issues raised by the use of computers.

1. 
State and federal law. The provisions of both the Occupational Safety and Health Act of 1970 and relevant state laws should be reviewed thoroughly as they apply to your company’s operations.  If your company has a safety manager, you might want to ask him or her to sit in on your policy committee meetings and offer guidance on what your policy should cover.

2. 
Your company’s safety record. Preparing new or updated safety policies is as good an excuse as any for reviewing your company’s safety track record. If it is a good one, then perhaps your existing safety policy is doing its job. However, if it leaves room for improvement, then perhaps it’s time to come out with a stronger policy statement, backed up by more specific rules and more stringent disciplinary actions. It might even be time to establish a safety committee if you don’t already have one.

3. 
Supervisory commitment. Supervisors are the key to the success of any company’s safety program. Without their cooperation and commitment, your safety program is doomed. Your policy committee may be able to give you a more accurate picture of the status of your current supervisors’ commitment to safety on the job. If it is lacking, you may want to incorporate education and training efforts in your policy statement or simply use stronger or more emphatic language to convey the value you place on the concerned supervisor’s role.

4. 
Existing attitudes among employees. Employee attitudes are often a reflection of supervisory commitment to the idea of safe work practices. A survey of these attitudes, therefore, may provide evidence of inadequate supervisory support for the company’s safety program. And since more accidents are caused by unsafe attitudes than by unsafe acts, it is important to know what you’re up against when you tackle the policy-writing task.

5.
Annual review. You may need to review your safety program on an annual basis. You may also want to review your program when equipment is upgraded or replaced.

6. 
Violence. Your safety review may need to include consideration of the potential for acts of violence, whether by outsiders or your employees.

Sample Policies

Subject: Safety—General  
Example of: Standard Policy 

Safety Committee

The Safety Committee will:


Study safety records to uncover the causes of accidents and to suggest solutions.


Make periodic inspections to locate hazards or unsafe conditions, and then make sure that these hazards are eliminated.


Review work rules when new equipment is installed.


Request insurance carriers or workers’ compensation agencies to inspect the workplace.


Provide safety training.


Encourage the prompt and accurate reporting of accidents.


Hold regular monthly meetings where it will:

—Review minutes from last meeting.

—Determine those areas that continue to present a safety hazard.

—Review building inspection reports and where unfavorable, unsafe, or potentially unsafe conditions exist, determining actions to be taken in order to eliminate such conditions.

—Review those work-related injuries and illnesses and workers’ compensation cases that have arisen since the last meeting; determine actions required in order to reduce the possibility of further injuries.

—Review OSHA violations and/or citations (if any) to assure prompt compliance.


Develop procedures covering the safety programs.


Distribute the inspection procedure and checklist.

The Safety Committee shall consist of supervisors and employees selected by management.

Human Resources/Safety Department

The HR/Safety Department shall:


Support the safety committee.


Maintain OSHA logs and any records required by state laws.


Require periodic medical examinations required by law (e.g., hearing tests).


Require that personal protective equipment be used consistently.


Coordinate the use of meetings, contests, films, discussion groups, communications, and other activities to train selected groups and educate all employees for awareness of safety and housekeeping problems.


Maintain facilities for first aid, fire extinguishers, emergency exits, walkways, parking lots, control panels, air temperature, cleanliness, lavatories, lighting, and other environmental factors.


Inspect facilities regularly to ensure compliance with safety standards.

Supervisor’s Responsibility


Employee safety on the job is the primary responsibility of every supervisor. It is the supervisor’s duty to see that there is complete safety in his or her area at all times.


The contributing factor in over 60 percent of all accidents involves both the employee and his or her environment. The supervisor must, therefore, be constantly on the alert for incidents of human error and mechanical failure. The supervisor must take the initiative to make corrections where he or she has such authority. And, lacking direct authority, he or she must report any condition or employee practice that is likely to cause an accident.

Supervisor’s Action

To make the program effective, every member of management shall ensure that:


Work is not assigned that is hazardous or located in a hazardous area until all steps have been taken to provide for employee safety. 


All employees receive proper job instruction and are familiar with safety and health rules and regulations.  Supervisors shall make sure that new employees know all safety, health, and housekeeping rules to which their jobs are subject. 


Work areas are frequently examined to ascertain that the work environment is safe and that employees are working in a safe manner.


All safety and health deficiencies are corrected immediately and not repeated.


Accidents are investigated and corrective action is initiated where necessary. 

Employee Responsibility

Every employee has a specific role in our loss-prevention efforts.


Each employee is expected to participate actively in the Safety Program and observe all safety measures.


Each employee is to report every accident.


Each employee is to correct or report any safety hazard in his or her work area.


Each employee is to wear the proper personal safety equipment.

Reporting Injuries

Injuries, no matter how minor, are to be reported to the Human Resources department immediately. In no case shall the injured be moved if the injury is serious. It is equally important that all spectators be kept away from the scene of an accident. A supervisor should not permit his or her employees to leave their work areas to go to the scene of an accident. 

Failure to report injuries or illnesses may result in a delay or denial of workers’ compensation benefits.

A doctor’s note, etc., brought in by the employee should be forwarded directly to the Human Resources department.

Correcting Deficiencies

The supervisor is responsible for correcting, or causing to be corrected, any hazard that is found as a result of his or her department inspections or investigation of an accident, or is brought to his or her attention by an employee. All corrective action must be followed up to ensure completion.

Where necessary, assistance should be requested from the Safety department.

Accident Investigation

Upon receipt of an investigation form, it shall be completed as soon as possible and returned to the Safety department. Instructions on the form should be followed explicitly.

Discipline

Violation of safety rules may result in discipline up to and including discharge. Refer to the disciplinary policy for details.

Workers’ Compensation

Employees who sustain an occupational injury or illness will be compensated in accordance with the state Workers’ Compensation Act. In order to receive such benefits, the appropriate notification and medical reports must be provided by the employee.

Any employee who loses time as a result of work-related injury shall be processed for a medical leave of absence.

Physical Examinations

Physical examinations are required of all employees:

1.
Upon employment or reemployment.

2.
Upon return to work after a leave of absence for an illness of one month in duration or longer.

3. 
Upon return to work after an absence of 3 weeks or longer.

4. 
As required by OSHA (blood work, air sample tests, dental checks, urine samples, hearing tests, physicals, etc.).

5. 
At any other time deemed necessary for the best interests of the employee or the protection of the company.

Such physical examinations will be given in strict compliance with the Americans with Disabilities Act and the Family and Medical Leave Act. Medical records shall be maintained in confidence as required by applicable law.

Personal Protective Equipment

Where necessary, by reason of hazard, the company will provide the necessary personal protective equipment (PPE) to ensure the well-being of the employee. These items include:

1. 
Safety glasses and goggles

2. 
Gloves

3. 
Aprons

4. 
Safety shoes and boots

5. 
Respiratory equipment

Supervisors must review operations and provide or request to be provided (by HR/Safety department) the necessary protection. Items such as clothing, shoes, gloves, aprons, protective creams, etc., must be supplied and issued by the company. Employees are expected to wear such PPE. Failure to do so may lead to discipline up to and including termination.

Subject: Safety—Orientation
Example of: Standard Policy 

General. Employees should be given orientation in the company’s safety principles and that they must:


View safety as the responsibility of each employee.


Report unsafe conditions or equipment.


Follow established procedures.


Report all injuries/illnesses no matter how slight.


Never perform an unsafe act.


Never operate any machine or equipment unless you are specifically authorized to do so.


Never start any hazardous job without being completely familiar with the safety techniques that apply to it. Check with your supervisor if in doubt.


Put tools and equipment away when they are not in use.


If you are taking prescription medicines that cause fatigue or drowsiness, you should inform your supervisor. 


Never take chances. If you’re unsure, ask your supervisor.


Make common sense your guide.

Personal protective equipment. Employees must be instructed to:


Use protective glasses, gloves, shoes, aprons, etc., where required.


Never wear sandals or other open-toed or thin-soled shoes in the workplace.


Ask supervisors to supply or replace lost, worn out, or damaged PPE.


Wear safety gloves when uncrating appliances or units, handling sheet metal or chemicals, or cutting lumber.


Wear eye protection when the duties of the job or the hazards of the environment require their use, such as when welding, sawing, drilling, or using chemicals.

Housekeeping. Employees must be instructed to: 

Keep their work areas clean.


Put tools and equipment away when they are not in use.


Not store materials in aisles or passageways.


Stack all materials neatly and make sure piles are stable.


Keep all aisles, stairways, and exits clear of skids, boxes, air hoses, equipment, and spillage.


Not place equipment or materials where it blocks emergency exit routes, fire boxes, sprinkler shutoffs, machine or electrical control panels, or fire extinguishers.


Be on the lookout for the safety of others.

Fire safety. Employees must be instructed to:


Know the location and use of fire extinguishers and if they are expected to try to fight small fires.


Know the exit routes and doors leading from their workstations.


Observe “No Smoking” signs and prohibitions indoors and outdoors.


Handle and store flammable liquids properly.

Personal conduct

Horseplay is not allowed.


Never run in the facility.


Observe warning and caution signs.
