Behaviour and Procedures – the Keys to Safety?

As in all countries, the UK Federation of Piling Specialists (FPS) takes safety very seriously.  All Members are represented at quarterly meetings during which accidents that have occurred are examined, discussed and analysed to find out what happened and what needs to be done to prevent it happening again.  In this way, best practice is shared and companies learn from each other.  Over the years this has resulted in robust procedures and several shared initiatives that have made a significant contribution to safety.  The FPS  were very happy therefore to host a recent meeting of the EFFC Health & Safety WG and to take Members to a piling site to see how this works in practice.  
The site was a joint venture by Cementation Foundations and Stent Foundations to install piles for a large shopping centre in White City in the northwest of London.  The EFFC  noted a number of safety features:-
· The site was divided into zones with a designated contractor responsible for each zone. This gave the piling contractor control of his own site and reduced the need to interface with other contractors.
· Site traffic moved along designated routes, with physical barriers separating moving vehicles from pedestrians.

· A large number of people were engaged specifically for safety reasons (eg directing site traffic).
· A high level of PPE was evident.  In addition to hard hats, and safety boots,  everyone wore high visibility vests and safety goggles.  During the visit, only one person was seen without his goggles – and the safety officer immediately went over to him to correct the omission.
· Moveable barriers prevented access to the rear of rigs and established a safety zone.

· Fixed guards on the superstructure prevented falls by people working on the rig.
Use of Debonding Foam:  The WG was particularly interested to see that debonding devices (eg a lateral debonding element, or opposing wedges) were being installed during casting and  foam was being used on reinforcement above pile cut-off level to prevent concrete bonding to the steel. This would allow the removal of the pile head by means of hydraulic jacks instead of hand-held demolition picks without damage to the pile and, equally important, without injury due to hand arm vibration. 
Working Platform:  The success of the initiative by FPS to get better working platforms can be seen in the picture (above/below/right?).   A signed certificate that confirms the platform has been properly designed, installed and maintained covers each site – and the platform on the White City site was proof of how well the procedure works to improve both safety and productivity.
Behavioural Change

Despite impressive sites such as that at White City, many piling companies in the UK are finding that good practice and robust procedures are not enough and the Safety Officer from Stent Foundations explained the approach which his company (and others) are now taking in order to minimise the accident rate. 
This is becoming known in the FPS as the ‘behavioural approach’ and begins with the realisation  that there is no ‘acceptable’ level of accidents. The goal must be to have no accidents at all.  To achieve this  the whole company – at all levels – must be involved in the safety culture.  Safety is not just the responsibility of the Safety Officers and Site Foreman.  Everyone from the Managing Director to the newest apprentice must be aware of hazards and committed to working safety.  Often the hardest lesson is to convince the workforce that management really does believe that safety comes before production.  Most behavioural change cultures require senior managers (even those in finance and marketing) to make regular site visits to ask about safety on site and to reinforce the message that safety is the first priority.  This is not always easy.  An hour of good work on safety matters can be undone in an instant by an unguarded question, ‘By the way, how many piles have you done today?’   Leading the foreman to the conclusion, ‘They may say that safety is important, but what they are really interested in is production.’  No matter how hard it is – a manager on a site safety visit must be concerned ONLY with safety.
In order to capture feedback from the sites, Stent have appointed safety representatives from the workforce to inform their foremen where safety improvements can be made. These representatives attend quarterly safety meetings to share their experiences. Anyone witnessing an unsafe act is required to stop work and take steps to improve the situation. However, some people have been found to be uncomfortable with this and therefore Stent are introducing further training to overcome this reluctance.  Underpinning the whole philosophy is the believe that everyone must be safety conscious at all times (at home and at work),  and must carry this through to behaviour that prevents accidents.
A key feature of the behavioural approach is to encourage the reporting of ‘near misses’ (ie those incidents that, except for skill or luck, could have been an accident).  If the behavioural approach is working, ‘near miss’ and hazard reports will increase.  Some companies use the number of ‘near miss’ reports as a measure of the success of the behavioural approach, some give financial rewards for ‘near miss’ reports  – and everyone finds them the best indicators of what can go wrong and what changes are  needed.
Those companies in the Federation of Piling Specialists who were the first to adopt a behavioural approach to safety have seen a dramatic drop in the number of accidents.  After hearing the presentation and visiting the site, the EFFC Health & Safety WG took away very positive impressions about what can be achieved.
