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Inspection trends in the HSE - Steven Kay, Prospect HSE Branch
This presentation gives a view on the current state of affairs inside HSE and the influences on it, drawing on Prospect members’ experiences and reflects on possible areas for future campaigning.  However, it is difficult to make predictions with any certainty about what will happen to HSE.
After nearly 12 years of a Labour government, HSE has a number of problems. Only in 2000 and 2001 did HSE get a slight budget increase; in every year since 2003 there have been cuts in real terms.  

HSE has lost nearly a ¼ of its staff since 2003 – around 940 posts when comparing like with like.  The number of frontline inspectors has actually been more or less static during this time. There have not been the increases we sought and that Select Committees have recommended but at least numbers didn’t fall further.  In the Field Operations Directorate, which does the bulk of HSE’s inspection work, around ¼ are trainees with less than 2 years experience.  

Fewer than 7% of major injuries that are reported get investigated (and there are a lot that don’t get reported). Many of the injuries that are not investigated could have resulted in prosecution – health and safety crimes go unpunished as a result.  This is probably the main reason why there are now only half the prosecutions there were in the early 1990s.  

HSE has however become very sensitive to criticism by campaigners and the Select Committee on enforcement levels.  As a result, a set of expectations on inspectors features in their performance agreements.  This approach to managing enforcement has slowed the decline in enforcement since 2006.  This however does not mean that enforcement is that well valued – being a successful prosecutor isn’t seen as anything more than routine – being good at enforcing isn’t a route to getting on in the organisation.  And get on you must if you are an inspector in HSE because there is no career in being an ordinary inspector.  The pay of the most experienced inspectors has fallen £4k in relation to average earnings since 2002, or about £2k below RPI.  The only way to beat that is to get out of inspection or move out of HSE – which is what many of the best people do.

Looking forward we can only realistically expect more cuts. If Labour were to get back in – we could perhaps expect no major changes, just slow and steady cuts. If the Conservatives get in things are more uncertain. 
In a recent speech, David Cameron attacked Labour’s record on regulation and talked about “the over-the-top heath and safety culture.”  He has asked former Minister, Lord David Young, to do an extensive review looking at H&S laws, the working of HSE etc.

The current government has paved the way for attacking health and safety regulation.  In August 2008 the Better Regulation Executive produced a report called “Improving Outcomes for Health and Safety” which contains a number of distortions designed to continue a myth that health and safety regulation is over-burdensome. It is unsatisfactory to base any policy decisions around it.

More resources for HSE is probably an unrealistic demand.  Instead we should have two goals:

1) to make it politically suicidal to dismember HSE, or the legislation we have fought for for 200 years. 

2) to campaign to make sure that HSE spends its budget where we want it spent.
There needs to be a debate engaging employers, employees and the public about what the priorities are for a diminishing budget; this must go beyond HSE’s recent strategy consultation.

There are some major obstacles to that debate including the large financial commitment to HSE’s new PFI Bootle Headquarters. This building has capacity for 1800 staff and even after the transfer of staff from London it still only has around 1400. 

Despite this HQ problem, questions should be raised as to whether all the projects HSE is involved in are the best way to spend money.  The presentation will discuss this further.  We are moving into a very crucial period for the way health and safety is dealt with in this country and we should create a debate on priorities and influence the decisions.  The choices to be made are not easy for Trades Unions; but better done with our input than without. 
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