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AFFILIATE AND HELP KEEP US GOING
We are asking you to affiliate to the London Hazards
Centre so that we can continue the work we were
set up to do in 1985 – provide advice, information
and training to make London a safer place in which
to live and work.
Arguably the work of the London Hazards Centre is
more important than ever as a result of cuts to the
HSE budget and scrapping of key pieces of health
and safety legislation.
The London Hazards Centre is also a campaigning
organisation that takes a lead on issues like safety
reps rights, as well as working closely with trade unions and other organisations, for example, to fight
against blacklisting.
We need your support. We are asking individuals,
trade union branches and regions, along with community organisations – to affiliate to us. The annual
affiliation fees set out below remain the lifeblood of
the London Hazards Centre.

Affiliation rates
Community groups, tenants
£20
and residents associations
Trades Councils, law centres
£30
and advice/resource centres,
Tenants federations			
Trade union branches
£40
(up to 300 members)
Trade union branches 		
£75
(more than 300 members)
Regional trade union or 		
£120
voluntary organisations
National trade union or 		
£240
voluntary organisations

Subscription rates
Unwaged individuals
£10
Employed individuals		
£20
Commercial organisations
£300
Address to affiliate: London Hazards Centre,
225 - 229 Seven Sisters Road,
Finsbury Park, London, N4 2DA.
Telephone: 0207 527 5107.
Website: www.lhc.org.uk
Registered Charity No: 293677
Registered Company No: 01981088

Why not volunteer?
The London Hazards Centre, is
looking for volunteers to help run
and organise some of our activities. Perhaps you have skills and
knowledge that could help organise events, produce promotional
material, train others or assist in
our campaigning work?
If you are interested in volunteering
at the London Hazards Centre why
not call 0207 527 5107 or email
mail@lhc.org.uk
We’d like to hear from you.
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High court
victory for
‘gig economy
workers’

The gig-economy in
London is the largest in
the UK. Estimates of the
numbers working in the
London gig-economy vary.

The London Mayor is unable to
provide accurate figures
because of the way workers
are taken-on and move in and
out of the sector. A number of
sources put the number at
350,000 – 500,000.
The ‘gig economy’ is notorious
for low pay, unsafe conditions,
insecure employment, and
zero employment rights. How
many times have you heard
gig economy bosses trumpeting how much their workers
‘like the flexibility it offers’, when
in reality gig workers have to
work and be available for long
hours
Gig workers have been fighting
to turn things around. Many
joined the Independent
Workers’ Union of Great Britain
(IWGB) to help put pressure
on employers and government
to improve working conditions
and health and safety.
And on 13 November 2020 the
IWGB won a judicial review
against the UK Government
calling for health and safety
protections for ‘gig economy’
workers. The High Court ruled
in favour of the Independent

Bow tower crane
disaster and the
campaign for crane
registration
The day after the crane disaster in Bow
East London on July 8th 2020, The
Construction Safety Campaign (CSC)
organised a socially distanced vigil.
June Harvey, an elderly woman was killed as the

crane smashed through her roof. Residents
had to be evacuated from their badly damaged homes. Four other people were injured
and lucky to be alive. For activists involved in
the CSC this set alarm bells ringing as it was
reminiscent of the Battersea crane disaster in
September 2006 in which two people died when
a tower crane collapsed on a housing estate.
Local resident Michael Alexa was crushed while
he was cleaning his car. Crane driver Jonathan
Cloke was the other victim.
At the inquiry into Battersea crane collapse,
the report noted that there had been a number
of rusting bolts causing a major defect in the

Workers’ Union of Great Britain
(IWGB) that the UK Government has failed to transpose
important EU health and safety
protections into UK law.
It means that the Government
did not properly implement EU
health and safety directives
and must now extend health
and safety protections to ‘gig
economy’ workers.
Workers not classed as
employees have been denied
the right to refuse unsafe work
and the right to PPE, putting
them in serious danger
throughout the pandemic.
The judgment means that
workers in the ‘gig economy’
are entitled to the same
EU-derived health and safety
rights as employees. Key
rights include to be provided
with personal protective
equipment by the business
they are working for and the
right to stop work in response
to serious and imminent
danger. The UK Government
must now take steps to ensure
that workers have the same
protection as employees.

crane itself. With lobbying from the CSC and
trade unions, the Tower Crane Regulations were
introduced in 2010. The regulations required
employers with primary responsibility for the
safety of cranes to provide the HSE with details
of every tower crane on their sites. But the
new regulations were short lived. The Tory
Government under David Cameron had looked
at reforming many areas of health and safety including cutting HSE inspections. They commissioned the Loefsted Report which recommended
cutbacks in health and safety inspections. It
also included scrapping the new Notification of
Tower Crane Regulations just 2-years after being
introduced.
We need to campaign once again to reinstate
the tower crane regulations. The Construction
Safety Campaign will keep an eye on reports and
any inquiry that comes out from the recent Bow
crane disaster. Just like others that have collapsed in recent years we need to get to the root
cause of such disasters, and where companies
are at fault for taking shortcuts in safety, we demand prosecutions. Join the campaign through
CSC or London Hazards Centre for the reinstatement of the Tower Crane registration.
Mick Gilgunn, Construction Safety Campaign. CSC
can be contacted at mgilgunnross@yahoo.co.uk

WHY HEALTH
AND SAFETY IS
AN ANTI-RACISM
ISSUE

Rather than responding to these
issues the Government has
instead focused on whether a
range of genetic and cultural
factors are likely to be driving
higher rates of death among
Britain’s Black and Minority
Ethnic communities. Instead
of protecting BME workers,
they have set up two different
inquiries to do further research
on why BME workers are dying.

For years, the importance
of health and safety in
the workplace has been
attacked by politicians
and the media.

Instead of insisting that
employers carry out proper
workplace risk assessments
and adequately funding the
Health and Safety Executive to
enforce this, they have stood by
and watched as BME workers
and other workers that are
overexposed to the virus
continue to work.

This attack has gone hand in
hand with the growth of
insecure work, low wages
resulting in a weakening of
workers’ power and influence.

Although the Government has
issued guidance stating that
employers should carry out risk
assessments of their staff, a recent
TUC report found that only;

Enforcement agencies have
also been under attack and
financially undermined and
none more so than the Health
and Safety Executive, which has
lost an estimated £100 million
representing nearly 50% of its
budget over the last ten years.
The Covid-19 pandemic has
cruelly exposed the blatant
disregard for workers’ safety
carrying out essential jobs to
keep our communities. These
workers were not protected and
have put their lives at risk going
out to work, none more so than
Black workers
As the pandemic progressed, it
became clear that Black workers
were dying disproportionately. In
its report ‘Dying on the Job,’ the
TUC identified that the racism
that Black workers experienced
on the job placed them in
positions where they were likely
to be overexposed to the virus.
The report documented the
experiences reported by Black
workers and revealed that:
l Racism in the workplace has
led to BME workers being more
likely to be assigned the
worst and most dangerous
workplace jobs. BME workers
reported that they had to work
in positions where they were

likely to be overexposed to the
virus while white colleagues
were not. Even when furlough
was a possibility, BME
workers complained that their
employers insisted that they
remain in the workplace.
These experiences highlight
the reality of BME workers
not being valued as people
or as workers.
l The inadequate provision of
PPE has had a significant
impact on BME workers and
their ability to protect themselves from Covid-19. A
recurring theme in responses
to our call for evidence was
BME workers reporting
feeling forced to work in
dangerous situations without
PPE where white colleagues
were not or that the provision
of PPE was discriminatory,
even when it was available.
l BME workers repeatedly
highlighted the failure to
conduct risk assessments to
identify measures that could
be put in place to reduce the
risk of exposure to the virus.
As a result, employers
unnecessarily exposed BME
workers with underlying
health conditions to
the virus.

l Two-fifths (38%) of workers
say they know their employers
have carried out Covid-Secure
risk assessments. It is a legal
requirement to carry out a risk
assessment and share it with
staff.
l Four in 10 (42%) workers
report having adequate PPE.
When it comes to Black
workers, employers have
evaluated their health to see
whether they are clinically
vulnerable to the virus’s
complications rather than
assessing their workplace.
The problem with this approach
is that employers are likely to

get rid of or not appoint Black
workers if they think they are a
risk because of their health. The
concentration on individual
health means that the workplace
and job role is not being risk
assessed, leaving everybody
vulnerable to catching the virus
if there is a higher likelihood of
exposure in the workplace.
Lastly, employers will not put in
place the proper protective
measures and make sure that
everybody the protective
equipment if the focus is on
people’s vulnerability to the virus
rather than protecting them from
being exposed to it in the first
place.
If Black lives matter, then we as
trade unionists must fight to make
the workplace safe because
history teaches us that if we do
not look after workers’ health
and safety, nobody else will.
Wilf Sullivan
TUC Race Equality Officer
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HSE

dictates and fails to provide
meaningful regulatory leadership.
Several factors can also be seen
to have contributed to this – the
policy preferences of HSE’s
leadership, the ‘deregulatory’
and ‘better regulation’ agendas
of successive governments, and
the massive funding cuts that the
HSE has experienced. However, arguably a less widely
mentioned one has also played
an important role. This is HSE’s
constitutional status of the HSE.

HSE - time for a
constitutional review?
Widespread concerns are
being voiced about the
risks being faced by those
working during the current
Coronavirus crises and
whether they are being
adequately addressed.
Given the scale of these, it
might have been expected that
we would have seen large scale
action on the part of the Health
and Safety Executive (HSE) to
ensure that employers complied
their legal obligations under the
Health and Safety at Work Act
and relevant supporting
regulations – those on PPE and
control of substances hazardous to health.
In fact, we have seen almost
the opposite, with the HSE
website highlighting instead the
non-legal government guidance

for employers and businesses
and failing to clarify how this
relates to the legal obligations of
employers. Indeed, the HSE’s
low profile response to the crises
more generally has led three
civil unions to twice write to the
HSE’s leadership expressing
themselves ‘concerned not only
by the apparent inaction but
also by the potential reputational damage this will cause to
HSE as an independent
regulator in the longer-term’.

Explaining HSE performance
Such complaints are unsurprising to anybody who has closely
monitored the HSE’s performance and the way in which it
has increasingly appeared as a
supine and reactive body that
bows to central government
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The HSE was initially established
under the Health and Safety at
Work Act 1974 as the operational arm of the Health and
Safety Commission. In 2008
these two bodies were merged
with the result that the HSE took
over the functions of the latter
and so became the ‘national
authority for safety and health
at work’ envisaged in the 1972
report of the Robens Committee. Like the HSC it is located in
a government department,
currently the Department for
Work and Pensions and
constitutionally accountable to
its Secretary of State, who has
the power to give it ‘such
directions as he thinks fit with
respect to its functions…’. In
other words, the HSE is not an
independent and autonomous
body but one subject to a good
deal of political control by the
government of the day. This
constitutional position surely
merits attention. Furthermore,
there is a model that can be
used for this purpose.

A proposed reform
Back in 1993 the World
Conference on Human Rights,
held in Vienna under the
auspices of the United Nations,
adopted a set of standards,
known as the Paris Principles
which set out the desirable
status and functions of National
Human Rights Institutes (NHRI).

These principles state that
such bodies should encompass
‘the pluralist representation of
the social forces (of civilian
society)’ and enable ‘effective
cooperation with, or through the
presence of, representatives of
relevant non-governmental
organisations, trade unions
and concerned professional
organisations’, as well as
Parliament, and government
departments. In addition, where
government departments are
represented, this should be
in an advisory capacity and
that NHRIs should have the
‘adequate funding’ so that
they can be ‘independent of
government and not be subject
to financial control which might
affect its independence’.
The establishment of the HSE
on this basis could have a
number of benefits. Important
budgetary decisions, notably
those involving major cuts in
HSE resources, would have to
be openly and transparently
debated and approved.
Decision-making would take
more account of the expertise
and views of key stakeholders.
And, most significantly, major
short-term shifts in policy
stemming simply from the
ideological preferences of
newly elected governments
could be hopefully minimised.
In short, such a reform offers
a way of putting the HSE on a
footing that would better enable
it to demonstrate the type of
‘independence and autonomy’
that the Robens Committee
envisaged for its proposed
‘national authority’. Then,
hopefully, it will become a body
more capable of rising to the
challenges of crises like
Coronavirus, as well as the
more general risks that workers
face as they go about earning
a living.
Phil James

A CHAPTER OF CRANE ACCIDENTS: WHY?
On 8th July this year a
20-metre high, 10-year old
Wolffkran tower crane,
erected the day before on
a 65-flat modular housing
association development
in Bow, collapsed, falling
through two terraced
houses, tragically killing
June Harvey, an 85-year
old woman, and injuring
two Wolffkran construction workers.
A multi-agency investigation into
the accident is underway, led by
the Metropolitan Police, the Health
and Safety Executive (HSE),
and the London Fire Brigade.
This is, however, not the first
crane accident in recent years.
Indeed, there has been a growing
chapter of cases associated
with cranes, not just in Britain,
but across Europe and the
Atlantic, in Canada. In 2017, for
instance, a crane collapsed in
Glasgow, killing Gary Currie and
seriously injuring another, and
in Crewe in the same year three
men – David Newall, Rhys
Barker and David Webb, were
killed when a crane collapsed
there. Many too will remember
the crane collapse in Battersea
in 2006, which killed the crane
driver, Jonathan Cloke along
with Michael Alexia, a member
of the public.
After the Battersea collapse the
Battersea Crane Disaster Action
Group lobbied alongside the
Construction Safety Campaign
(CSC) for changes in the law.
This led to the Conventional
Tower Crane Regulations,
passed in 2009 and the shortlived registration of cranes, both
rescinded when the Tories came
to power in 2010 despite HSE’s
notification of 60 crane accidents, causing nine deaths and
25 injuries over the previous
decade. Amongst other
demands, CSC proposes that:
l All cranes be subject to
testing, inspection and

registration with HSE.
l Fatigue of crane drivers and
daylight limitations must be
considered with restrictions
placed on the number of
hours worked.
l Crane operators and other
construction workers should
not fear that by making
complaints about lack of
health and safety they could
be under the threat of losing
their job or and being
blacklisted.
l Cranes prior to use on site to
have a crane safety erection
and operations plan.
l There should be more HSE
visits to construction sites
before, during and after
cranes are erected.
l Checks on the competence
of erectors and drivers.
l Fines and corporate
manslaughter prosecutions
for companies whose failure
to provide safe workplaces
leads to deaths and serious
injuries of workers and
members of the public.
To these, other requirements
are being added. For instance,
new clean-air rules governing
non-road mobile machinery
(NRMM) used on sites across
London, which represents
London’s fifth largest source of
harmful nitrogen oxides and
which includes mobile cranes,
were due to come into force in
September and further tightened in 2025.
With the Covid crisis, however,
the Greater London Authority
(GLA) has imposed a six-month
exemption period, which means
that non-compliant machinery
will continue to be found on
London sites, though individual
machines need to be registered
and cannot be moved between
sites without a further exemption.
During the extreme heat in
August when temperatures
reached up to 39 degrees,

crane drivers were also put at
extreme risk, leading Unite to
call for immediate safety action.
The union complained that tower
crane operators often only receive
one break during a 10-hour shift
and the vast majority of cranes
are not fitted with air conditioning, so cabins become glorified
“greenhouses” and operators’
ability to concentrate in a job
demanding total accuracy is
undermined. As a minimum,
tower crane cabs should be
fitted with air-conditioning; all
break times must only start
once the operator has reached
the site canteen; no operator
should work longer than 3 hours
without a break; a mini fridge/
cooler should be placed in cabs
to ensure access to cold water;
and bottled drinking water should
be supplied free of charge.

committee to enquire into the
vocational training and occupational health and safety aspects
of the conflict, which concluded
that the new requirements were
insufficient and recommended
mandatory training. The
committee recognized that the
870 hours training should be
favoured whenever possible,
and recommended a minimal
training of 120 hours under
specific circumstances.
Earlier this year the European
Federation of Building and
Woodworkers, concerned at
increasing reports of cranerelated accidents across
Europe, launched an enquiry
amongst its members, which
indicated a lack of mandatory
training in place in many
countries for riggers, those who
attach the load /slingers. Only
Ireland appeared to have solid
requirements to secure high
safety standards in rigging the
load to cranes, whilst many other
member states rely on voluntary
training, short courses or sector
agreements. Crane-related accidents, including fatalities, are
particularly high in Italy, though
also of concern in Finland,
Germany and the Netherlands.
And in Denmark alone approximately 20% of work-related
deaths are caused by cranes
(poor rigging or operation) and
there is no mandatory training
for cranes with a capacity of
less than 8 tons.

Britain is, however, not the only
country to experience crane
accidents. In June 2020, in
Canada, a Quebec newspaper
reported that 10 crane accidents had occurred in the
province since the previous
September 2019, of which at
least two led to the death of
workers and seven involved
workers without the proper 870
hours training (or the equivalent) that used to be mandatory
to be admitted into working in
the occupation. And this despite
crane operators going on a
week-long illegal strike in June
2018 over changes to the
regulation of vocational training
This therefore represents a
requirements to operate a crane catalogue of disaster areas –
on construction sites in Quebec, health and safety, training,
which included a “fast track”
air-quality, and above all lack of
allowing individuals to do an
registration and regulation –
on-site training programme
contributing to crane-related
instead of the previously
accidents and pointing to the
required diploma and allowing
need for a comprehensive
others (e.g. roofers) to operate
investigation if risks are to be
a boom truck under certain
reduced.
circumstances. Following the
Professor Linda Clarke,
walkout, the government of
University of Westminster
Quebec appointed a special
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reduce the number of vehicles
on our roads, not only to reduce
pollution but also to reduce the
need for more roads which create no go areas for people and
cut off communities from one
another.
The first candidate for reduction
is the private car. Promotion of
walking and cycling should not
only encourage drivers to forsake their car but also improve
their health. This should be easily possible for mobile people.
In 2017 ‘even for distances of
1–2 miles over 60% of journeys
were made by motor vehicle’.3

The Hazards
of Travel

It’s not too much of an
exaggeration to say that,
whenever you walk down
a city street you are encountering danger from
traffic.

produced particularly by diesel
vehicles, and particulate matter
from the action of tyres on roads
and from braking systems,
can cause a variety of health
problems.

Apart from the danger of being
run down and the difficulty of
crossing the road safely there is
the hidden danger of air pollution.
In 2017 a fifth of all UK greenhouse gas emissions came from
traffic.1 The most potent gas
causing GHG emissions is carbon dioxide which remains the
largest source of carbon dioxide
emissions in the UK, accounting
for 34 per cent in 2019.2

All this points to a need to reduce the amount of traffic on our
roads and clean up those that
remain. To a limited extent this
is being recognised but more
needs to be done.

The danger is particularly acute
for those who work in the transport industry and who cannot
avoid being subjected to these
dangers. These people need
to make their own risk assessments and ensure that their
employers give them adequate
protection.
Whilst CO2 affects the climate
other pollutants caused by
traffic affect health in a more
immediate way. Nitrous oxides,

Electrifying private cars is often
seen as being the answer.
Certainly, it is true that toxic
emissions at the point of use are
eliminated but until all electricity is produced by renewable
means – water, wind, solar
or tidal – toxic emissions will
continue to be produced. All
vehicles produce particulate
matter. Research by the UK
government in 2019 found
that two thirds of automobile
contamination arises from tyre,
brake, and road dust. Embodied carbon in the production of
the vehicle and its battery also
produce greenhouse gas emissions. Part of the solution is to
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Publicity and improvements to
footways and cycle lanes might
help change this statistic but an
additional boost is the establishment of low traffic neighbourhoods in which barriers of
various kinds make the use of
motor vehicles not impossible
but more difficult, at the same
time making streets within the
area less traffic dominated,
cleaning the air and enabling
children to play without danger.
Promotion of public transport
also shifts people away from
cars. Compared with other cities
in the UK London has a dense
system of public transport and
a majority of commuters travel
by bus or train, but in the UK
as a whole over 60% commute
by car.
As a response to the present
crisis over the Covid epidemic

many local authorities are widening pavements and creating
pop-up cycle lanes to enable
people to maintain social distance from each other. Many of
these measures might be made
permanent, but it would result
in increased congestion unless
traffic volumes can be brought
down. It is important, therefore,
that measures to reduce car
dependency are successful
so that the roads can be kept
free for essential traffic: buses,
taxis, delivery and emergency
vehicles. It is also necessary
to deal with the problem of
social distancing on buses with
passengers and staff being
adequately protected.
Beyond roads other forms of
transport have an effect on
the street environment and air
quality. Transferring traffic, both
passengers and goods, onto rail
relieves road congestion and
not only transfers air pollution
away from built up areas but,
because rail is a more fuel-efficient form of transport, reduces
air pollution overall.
Chris Barker.
1https://airqualitynews.com/2019/09/17/
ons-road-traffic-increased-by-30-since1990-but-many-air-pollutants-down/
2https://assets.publishing.service.gov.
uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/
attachment_data/file/875485/2019_UK_
greenhouse_gas_emissions_provisional_figures_statistical_release.pdf
3https://assets.publishing.service.gov.
uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/
attachment_data/file/733109/nts0308.ods.

How the NEU saved lives
In late March the government locked down two
weeks later than they
should have, not because
they wanted to – their
preferred option was
“herd immunity to protect
the economy” (1) - but
because people were
already voting with
their feet.
It locked-down to appear to be
in charge of a process that was
actually being imposed on them
from below. This was especially
the case in schools. The
government’s determination
to keep them open came to grief
because teachers and teaching
assistants were having to go off
to self-isolate with COVID
symptoms; and an increasing
number of frightened parents
withdrew their children on a
precautionary basis. Meanwhile,
a wave of concerned members
were contacting the union at
every level and organising in
their schools.

to do so. The NEU said that
schools should reopen as soon
as it was safe, continually asked
government for the scientific
modelling for their proposals
(which they very rarely gave) and
setting 5 tests for safe reopening.(2) Members stood firm behind
these tests and the union held
huge online briefings, (one of
which had 20,000 members on it)
recruited 50,000 new members
and trained 3,000 new Reps.
The government backed down.
That held down the infection
rate and saved lives.
In late July, early August, the
infection rate had declined
enough that there was a
widespread sense across
society that enough had been
done to reopen, including
schools, in September - though
it is clear that the “Eat Out to
Help Out” scheme – and similar
wheezes - directly contributed

to the genie getting back out of
the bottle and running rampant
as we are now seeing. However, this meant that the Union
had to shift tactics to try to
make sure that the reopening
was carried out in as safe a
manner as possible. This meant
a combination of demands on
the government(3) and a very
comprehensive safety checklist
- agreed with GMB, UNISON
and UNITE. This was backed by
an escalation procedure for
school union groups to take
action when managements fall
short. It thereby puts shots
across the bows of macho
managements who don’t even
apply government guidelines
– like those that threatened to
confiscate masks or require
their staff to switch off the
contact tracing App while at
work – to pick just two examples that beggar belief. It has
helped sensible managements

fine tune their preparations in
consultation with staff and their
unions; which many have done.
This has been further backed by
a site that keeps tabs on
infection and risk rates in every
school in the country.(4) These
actions have minimised the
spread of infections.
With the renewed rapid
increase in infections, we are
now in a new period in which
the same principles of putting
health first, requiring scientific
transparency, organising
collectively both in union groups
at the workplace and across as
many education unions as
possible, will have to be applied.
1. D. Cummings.
2. https://neu.org.uk/neu-five-tests-government-schools-can-re-open
3. https://neu.org.uk/coronavirus-neu-national-recovery-plan-education
4. https://neu.org.uk/press-releases/
neu-launches-interactive-school-covid-mapwebsite.

Paul Atkins

The NEU took a very firm line advising any members in
vulnerable categories to stay at
home, backing them with a
threat of legal action. It also
called for schools only to open
to the children of key workers
and those classed as vulnerable,
run by teachers on a rota basis
to minimise contact; which the
government had to accept.
The union also proposed that
students without access to the kit
required to engage with online
learning should be supplied with
it. The government’s failure to
fund or organise this exposes
the hypocrisy of their loud
concern about deprived
students falling behind.
There was then a struggle
through the early Summer in
which the government pushed
for schools to reopen on a wide
scale before the Summer holidays
– to facilitate reopening the
economy well before it was safe
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GRENFELL
The second phase of
the Grenfell enquiry,
which is focussed on
the construction process
involved in the refurbishment of the tower block,
represents a shocking
indictment of the whole
building industry.
Dame Judith Hackett, chair of
the board setting up a new
building safety regulator,
described it as a ‘broken’
system and that: “It is time to
recognise that none of us are
exempt from responsibility”.
And this is more than evident
from those involved in the
construction process on
Grenfell taking the stand since
the middle of July.
The most glaring issue that
comes out of the enquiry is the
lack of knowledge, qualification,
training and awareness of all
those involved, only confirming
the decades-long rundown of
the construction vocational
education and training (VET)
system, including its Further
Education College component.
The contracts manager for the
main contractor Rydon had no
knowledge of standard
compliance requirements for
systemised building envelopes,
including the technical details
behind materials that ‘do not
readily support combustion’.
Yet at the same time he
assured the Tenant Management Organisation (TMO) that
the materials would not burn.
A Rydon’s project manager
from May 2014 to August 2015
explained to the enquiry that he
was unaware of his responsibilities as this was his first job
as project manager, he had
never read the contract, had
been given no training or

GRENFELL: A SHOCKING INDICTMENT OF
THE WHOLE CONSTRUCTION INDUSTRY
induction, was unfamiliar with
fire regulations, and had no
knowledge of the materials
coming on site or the risk of fire
with cladding. Despite his CV
submitted with tender documents claiming his responsibility for coordinating design and
value management, he was not
qualified to do either and had
never completed the HNC
ascribed to him. Indeed, he
admitted he was colour-blind,
though drawings submitted by
the cladding specialist to show
insulation, rails etc. were
colour-coded; he left because
there was ‘too much pressure’.
And so, the whole desperately
sorry saga continued. A Rydon
site manager overseeing the
interior of the flats did not know
what the combustible insulation
seal installed on the windows
was for and assumed it was
fire- resistant. Another Rydon
site manager responsible for
the installation of the cladding
made no checks and simply
assumed the product was
compliant with the material
specifications. The Clerk of
Works for the project claimed he
was not really a clerk of works,
was not aware of fire or
building regulations, did not
check for compliance with
building regulations, and
indeed was more like a ‘
site inspector’.
Building Control was totally
overworked, being responsible
for 120 projects! As well as
lack of knowledge and training,
there was therefore a failure to
check, inspect and monitor.
Always someone else was
responsible. For instance, the
contracts manager relied on
the design team, subcontractors
and Building Control to
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understand what was specified,
and blamed the bad performance of the project on “cheap,
incompetent subcontractors”.
Despite the reliance on
specialists though Rydon made
no effort to appoint a fire safety
specialist, whilst claiming to the
TMO that it would do so.
Instead of taking responsibility,
it was all about cost savings, a
nod and a wink, and jobs for
the boys. Rydon won the
contract for £9.2m, £700,000
lower than Durkan’s £9.9m
tender. The firm decided to use
ACM cladding rather than fixed
face zinc as this represented a
saving of £126,000. A Rydon
surveyor claimed that Rydon
intended to pocket £200,000
through value engineering,
whilst the cladding specialist
Harley had a saving of
£376,175, amounting to total
savings of £577,000. Yet there
were limited resources for
quantity surveying. Harley had
no written contract with Rydon
and the Harley boss appointed
his son as project manager on
Grenfell, in what the FBU

I KNOW
NOTHING

called ‘shameless nepotism’.
Grenfell is unfortunately no
isolated case. The last decades
have seen more and more
fragmentation of the industry
through self-employment,
extensive subcontracting and
use of consultants and
specialists. Local authority
Building Control has been more
and more outsourced. And,
above all, the construction VET
system has virtually collapsed.
Now is really the time for a
transformation of the industry,
not through some magical
belief that digitalisation and
automation will drive away the
need for a skilled workforce,
but through comprehensive,
high quality VET equipping
construction workers with the
necessary knowledge, skills
and competence, including
energy literacy, and through
direct employment and
integrated teamworking.
Linda Clarke,
Centre for the Study of the Built
Environment, University of
Westminster.

NO ONE
CHECKED
ME

NOT MY
FAULT

Covid-19 and Working from Home
Over half of workers
(57.2%) living in London did some work from
home in April 2020 according to a study by
the ONS-Labour Market
Survey. That’s a staggering 2.2 million workers. Most (91.6%) cited
Covid-19 as the main
reason. What are the
implications for health &
safety and
collectivism?
Remote working has existed
for years, but its extent has
been limited. Only 5.1% of the
UK workforce were working
from home in 2019 according to the Office for National
Statistics (ONS). Most of
those working from home
(WFH) pre-Covid-19 were in
professional, technical, senior
administrative or managerial
roles, so the wholesale homeworking of office workers since
March 2020 is unprecedented.
Accordingly, millions have now
experienced extended homeworking for the first time. ONS
indicates that in April 2020
46.6% of employees did some
work at home, 86% as a result
of Covid-19.
Declining Covid-19 infection
in summer 2020 prompted
government to urge a return to
work with a specific instruction for civil servants. When
infection rates soared, these
attempts were aborted and
potential industrial conflict
involving PCS avoided. In the
present context of infection
levels returning to, if not exceeding, those of spring 2020,
little prospect exists of a return
to (highly risky) workplaces.
In sum, workers in unprecedented numbers have been
working from home for several
months and will be doing so
for at least several more.
In the early months of
Covid-19, the urgent task for
trade unions was to ensure
workers’ evacuation of hazard-

ous workplaces. The priorities
have now changed. Understanding workers’ experiences
of WFH have become crucial
for unions, as the locus has
shifted from offices to workers’
homes. Under these conditions, what are the issues of
concern for workers? What
priorities should inform bargaining agendas as unions
strive to represent members’
interests in negotiations with
employers? How might unions
sustain worker collectivism
when members are now
atomised? In what ways can
unions protect workers from
hazards when WFH that may
jeopardise their physical and
mental health?
A survey of 708 WFH call
centre workers in April-June
provides valuable indicative
evidence. Workers reported
mixed experiences. The most
frequently reported - by 75%
- positive was not having to
commute, which removed
the inconvenience of travel
and, equally, saved costs.
Second in importance was the
profound relief of no longer
being exposed to Covid-19 in
potentially high-risk working
environments. Around one-inthree favoured WFH because
of the fewer distractions and
one-in-three also experienced
improved work-life balance.
One-in-six reported improved
mental health.
Conversely, 75% missed
social or work interaction
with colleagues and resulting
in feelings of loneliness. A
quarter complained they were
not receiving sufficient support
from team leaders or managers. Many reported ergonomic
problems at inappropriate
workstations, such as this
woman working in financial
services:
‘I don’t have a proper workspace. Pregnant sitting on the
couch with my laptop on a

Darling,
you’re finishing
early, it’s only
3.0 am

dinner tray for 10 hours a day
is extremely uncomfortable
and causing great stress on
my back’.
Others reported that WFH
had been accompanied by
increased work volumes and
little adjustment to intense
demands. The outcome of
combined pressures was
mental ill-health, as reported
by a sizable minority, perhaps
exacerbated by spill-over from
work into home life.
‘Expectation to work beyond
normal hours. Speed and
quality expected to be the
same. I’ve gone off work with
stress now. Bombarded with
Skype, What’s App, emails,
system issues.’
Workers also expressed
dissatisfaction with having to
shoulder the burden of telephony and equipment costs and,
notably as winter approaches,
the expense of utilities.
Employers’ legal duties are
essentially the same for
homeworkers as for employees in a workplace.

Homeworkers under a contract are covered by Section 2
of HSWA, while those under
different arrangements are
covered by section 3(1). For
example, the display screen
equipment (DSE) regulations
equally apply. The HSE Covidrelated link ‘Protect home
workers effectively’ confirms
that employers ‘have the same
health and safety responsibilities for home workers as for
any other workers’. The challenge for unions is to ensure
that employers do comply with
their legal responsibilities for
their locationally-dispersed
workers. Unions must develop
innovative means to involve
members and respond to
their concerns. Effective
representation depends partly
on knowledge of their WFH
experiences.
Completing this survey can
help provide the hard evidence.
https://phil.onlinesurveys.
ac.uk/working-from-homewfh-your-experiences
Professor Phil Taylor
University of Strathclyde.
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My experience of
working from home
The services provided by voluntary sector organisations across
the UK are crucial to the groups they are funded to support. It’s
difficult to overstate the importance of what they do as it also
usually involves supporting some of the most marginalised and
disadvantaged groups in society to fight for the rights.
According to NCVO, there are approximately 910,000 paid workers in the voluntary sector, and over a third of them work in London
and the south east. What has it been like working from home for
voluntary sector workers during the Covid lockdowns? How has
it impacted on the help they provide, and how has it affected the
workers themselves?
In this article, Liza Dodds
gives some insight.
I started my new job as Youth
Development Worker at London
Gypsies and Travellers in
February 2020. I had made
some useful, but limited
interventions with young people
and then, suddenly, we were all
working from home and London
was in a Lockdown. I had not
known my colleagues long, so
the process of integrating into
the organisation a was a bit
strained. Also, I questioned by
usefulness as non-face-to-face
went against all my training. I
felt useless and somewhat left
out on a limb.
My line-manager encouraged
me to think differently but I was
quite stuck in my ways and
really struggled with being
useful to the little cohort I had
created. I had to re-think youth
work, so I got online with many
other organisations to find my
way. Hackney and Islington
Youth Services really stepped
up to the plate and inspired new
ways, and my line-manager
backed me up and continued
her encouragement.
We produced on-line content
and had a leaflet printed and
posted, so I could use this as
an introduction. I was able to
move my emphasis to online
work. I specialised in getting
kids into education, making
college applications, smoothing
school transitions, and helping

parents negotiate the demands
of the static community. Our
CEO is excellent at listening
to everyone’s opinions, and so
we started check-ins at 10.00
and check-outs 16.45. Our
organisation uses Microsoft
Teams Group-Chat for our
meeting forum. Here we have a
‘check-in’ where we can share
our thoughts and feelings,
burdens and joys and in this
way we keep very connected.
We also have a staff meeting
once a week, which might
include games, stories and
other online activities
I still find it incredibly frustrating,
because as a youth Worker,
I feel I am missing many
opportunities to support young
people at a time when they need
it most. This frustration has led
me to over-eat as the fridge is
right behind me. Putting on
weight then leads (for me) to
depression and a reluctance to
go out. A slight agoraphobia
takes hold and sometimes there
doesn’t seem any point in
getting dressed. Daylight hours
have no designation as even
meals can get lost in snacking.
No matter how much support
you get, the reality is that you
sit in your home day-in-day-out
as the weekend offers no
change in a Lockdown. I am
quite creative and so I always
have a project on the go, and
this is great, but again I must sit
within these four walls.
Since the Lockdown was lifted, I
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was able to enrol young people
at college and support their home
education. This lifted my spirits
as parents in the Traveller
Community really expressed
their gratitude to me. My husband
is a builder, who is never short
of work, and we were able to get
away in August for a walking
weekend, which was fabulous.
Now Lockdown has come again
I am doing much better as I have
strategies in place. I have lost
the weight, due to exercise and
sensible eating rather than a
serious diet. Lots more parents
and social services call me to
help with their young people and
our service is getting well known
to other parts of London.

I am lucky to work for an
enlightened charity where we
are all listened to and our views
are, not only recorded, but
acted on. I had joined Unison
and ticked the box to say I was
interested in branch meetings.
I got a call from someone and

was excited that they may be
wanting to discuss virtual
meetings, so I was annoyed to
find he was selling me Unison
insurance. But other people I
know have really benefitted
from a great relationship with
their union rep, and you never
know when you might be made
redundant or treated unfairly.
Right now, working from home
means that organisations do not
have to pay rent, heating or
Wi-Fi for the buildings they once
occupied. But guess what? Our
bills have increased, particularly
now it is winter. It is 3:00pm as I
write this and I realise it’s too dark
to see the keyboard, so lights go on
too. How can the expense of
home working be measured?
An office has to be heated and
lit. Who pays for these in a dark
British winter at home?
Liza Dodds - Youth Development Worker - London Gypsies
& Travellers, Stoke Newington.

FACTSHEET FROM HAZARDS CAMPAIGN & INDEPENDENT SAGE

THE COVID-19 SAFE WORKPLACE CHARTER
EMPLOYERS’ HAVE
EMPLOYERS
LEGAL DUTY TO PREVENT 1. Consult with workers and
WORK-RELATED COVID-19 trade unions to develop and
publish a COVID Safe Plan (CSP)
INFECTIONS
Thousands of workers found
themselves being expected to
work during the first lockdown
without proper safety measures
being introduced to adequately
protect them from Coronavirus.
Care workers, NHS staff, construction workers, teachers, and
public transport workers were
amongst those being exposed to
the risk of catching coronavirus
and dying because of insufficient PPE equipment and
inadequate risk management
procedures.
As the government failed to act
swiftly and decisively to stem
the infection rate, and with no
strategy for making workplaces
safer, the Hazards Campaign
issued a statement in May
setting-out seven pre-conditions
to be met before any easing of
the lockdown - along with
detailed requirements to be
fulfilled at work before workers
and their union representatives
consider it safe to return. It
paved the way for the ‘COVID-19
Safe Workplace Charter’ issued
at the end of August by the Joint
Independent Sage¹ and Hazards
Campaign.
The Charter sets out key actions
required by different parties in
order to ensure that all workplaces are COVID Safe.

on web sites where available or
in documents that are available
to the public.
2. Work constructively with
workers and their union safety
representatives who are either
based in their organisation or
who are roving trade union
safety representatives.

3. Ensure workers with COVID
symptoms, and those who have
contacts with them, to self-isolate and get tested as advised
and are paid normal wages while
off work. All workers should
have access to sick pay in these
cases’4. Ensure rapid reporting
of any illnesses to both HSE and
local public health bodies for
tracing purposes.
THE HEALTH AND SAFETY EXECUTIVE,
LOCAL AUTHORITIES AND OTHER
REGULATORS

1. Provide help and advice to
employers in developing the CSP.
2. Inspect and certify workplaces
as a condition of reopening.
3. Conduct regular unannounced
checks of workplaces and,
where they are in violation of
their certified CSP close them
down until the violations are
rectified and they can be
recertified.
4. Enforce rigorously the Safety
Representatives and Safety
Committee Regulations to ensure
unions can effectively represent all
workers and check on employers’
compliance with CSPs.

CENTRAL GOVERNMENT

1. Provide sufficient resources
for employers to implement a
COVID Safe Plan and universal
access to sick pay for all
workers who have to self-isolate,
irrespective of their employment
status or normal wage level.
2. Legislate to ensure that
effective employment rights
apply so that no worker - including those employed on a
contingent basis - is penalised,
suffers disciplinary action, loss
of pay or dismissal for self-isolating or reporting unsafe
working conditions.
3. Provide sufficient powers and
funding to the HSE and Local
Authorities to fulfil their normal
and COVID specific obligations
including certification of COVID
Safe plans and regular monitoring of workplaces.
4. Implement and extend rights
for roving trade union representatives, including access to
non-union workplaces and
complementing the HSE to
ensure adherence to COVID Safe
standards.
¹Independent SAGE is a group of
scientists who are working
together to provide independent
scientific advice to the UK
government and public on how
to minimise deaths and support
Britain’s recovery from the
COVID-19 crisis.

The Hazards Campaign http://
www.hazardscampaign.org.uk/
Independent Sage https://
www.independentsage.org/

