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workplacesafety

you are the ‘safety   department’
By Dan ryan

Implementing a 

comprehensive 

health & safety 

program

In high-risk industry settings such as water 
and wastewater treatment plants, safety is a 
primary concern. Failure to manage risk and 

implement policies and procedures that protect 
workers can exact significant tolls on a business—
from lost revenue as a result of downtime to lost 
lives. The municipal and industrial water indus-
try, by nature, carries many unavoidable hazards, 
including rotating equipment, high-voltage elec-
trical gear, toxic chemicals, confined spaces, haz-
ardous energy, inclement weather conditions and 
more. While these hazards may be unavoidable, 
they are not unmanageable or uncontrollable.

To that end, organizations must institute a 
comprehensive health, safety, security and envi-
ronmental compliance program designed to 
ensure the well-being of each employee, the gen-
eral public and the environment.

Commitment to Safety
There is no single component or driver 

for developing the desired safety culture. 
Understanding the need for a healthy and safe 
workforce as an integral part of conducting 
business has prompted many organizations to 
develop a health and safety (H&S) department 
consisting of one or more full-time profession-
als. This often is the first step in senior manage-
ment’s commitment to workplace safety. 

The added value brought to an organization by 
an H&S professional is immeasurable. This posi-
tion typically leads to the development of poli-
cies, procedures, audits and inspections, training 
programs, and the like. This functional support 
department or position, however, also can inad-
vertently create a safety program pitfall if bound-
aries and expectations are not set, agreed upon 
and communicated.

In a work environment with conflicting pri-
orities (time, resources, money, etc.), managers, 
front-line supervisors, and their direct reports 
may opt to defer day-to-day safety-related mat-
ters to the H&S department rather than accept-
ing responsibility as a partner in safety. Many of 
these safety decisions are not a matter of regula-
tory interpretation, and, as such, would be better 
addressed by the person or department actually 
planning and completing the task.  

In order to develop and maintain the desired 
safety culture, it is impor-
tant to ensure that there 
is a clear understanding 
of the role and respon-
sibilities of the H&S 
department. If this is not 
distinctly communicated 
and understood through-
out the organization, the 
safety culture will never 
reach its full potential. 

A suggested and proven 
scope definition for the 
H&S department stresses 
the following actions:

•	 Set	the	standards.
•	 Provide	the	tools	 

for success.
•	 Act	as	a	buffer	 

during a crisis.

Functioning in the role of champion, the H&S 
professional strives to engage all employees as 
safety advocates. Where successful, the entire 
employee population accepts this responsibility, 
and safe work behaviors and practices become 
the norm. For example, an organization with 100 
employees and one full-time H&S professional 
is far better served when it considers its staffing 
commitment to safety as 100 strong.

A Closer Look
A review of several municipal water and 

wastewater treatment systems with at least one 
full-time H&S professional resulted in the fol-
lowing observations and recommendations for 
further consideration:

Observation: The H&S professional is respon-
sible for monthly inspections of safety equipment 
(fire extinguishers, emergency lights, eyewash sta-
tions, emergency showers, etc.).

Recommendation: Inspections should be con-
ducted by operations or maintenance personnel. 
This practice familiarizes plant personnel with 
safety equipment operation and location. It also 
allows H&S professionals to work on more com-
plex projects and matters.

Observation: The H&S professional is respon-
sible for all routine safety training.

Recommendation: Identify non-H&S profes-
sionals who are deemed competent on various 
safety training topics to present or co-present 
Occupational Safety and Health Administration-
required recurrent training (e.g., personal protec-
tive equipment, hazard communication, etc.). 

For example, a well-qualified, competent elec-
trician may be better postured and perceived as 
more credible to teach a short course on basic 
electrical safety. It is important that subject 
matter experts be comfortable speaking and 
presenting in front of an audience. H&S profes-
sionals can assist with meeting materials, such 
as	PowerPoint	presentations,	speaker	notes	or	
quizzes. H&S or human resources profession-
als also may want to provide formal training on 
effective presentations so less experienced train-
ers are more familiar with advanced learner 
training techniques.

Observation: The H&S professional conducts 
periodic and spot job observations.

Recommendation: Implement a peer-to-peer 
job observation program. A successful job observa-
tion program can include scheduled, unscheduled, 
or a combination of scheduled and unscheduled 
job observations. Implement a program with 
scheduled job observations. The element of sur-
prise associated with unscheduled job observa-
tions often adds to the uneasiness of those being 
observed and those conducting the observations. It 
is especially important that both parties in a peer-
to-peer job observation program have a positive 
view of the process for program success.  

As previously mentioned, best practices often 
are developed by those who perform the tasks.  
The H&S professional defines the program and 
conducts training on it.

Observation: The H&S professional is  
responsible for incident investigation (e.g., work-
related injury).

Recommendation: The injured employee’s 
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supervisor should be assigned responsibility for 
incident reporting and investigation. The H&S 
professional provides reporting and investiga-
tion training for supervisory personnel, and 
takes a lead role in more complex investigations. 
Supervisors might take a more proactive stance on 
injury prevention having been sub-
jected to the non-productive time 
associated with incident documen-
tation and review.

Observation: The H&S profes-
sional promotes a safe and healthy 
work environment. 

Recommendation: Expand H&S 
training and communications to 
include “take-home” messages and 
practices. Additionally, organiza-
tional leaders and managers should 
encourage employees to participate 
in a wellness program to learn about 
and improve their health by reducing 
lifestyle-related risk factors. There is 
increasing evidence that the overall 
health, safety and well-being of an 
organization’s employees are strongly 
connected. Workplaces with low risk 
of injury and enhanced opportuni-
ties for the total health of workers 
can lead to a vibrant, engaged and 
high-performing workforce.

In summary, a desired safety 
culture is the result of manage-
ment commitment and employee 
participation. The role of the 
H&S department or professional 
is one of champion, challenge 
and support. Organizations and 

departments should not fall into the false sense 
of security that the safety department is respon-
sible for worker and workplace safety. It has been 
said that the desired safety culture is one in 
which employees do the right thing—even when 
no one is looking. WWD

Dan ryan is executive vice president, management systems 
and Health & safety, for Veolia Water North america. ryan 
can be reached at dan.ryan@veoliawaterna.com.

For more information, write in 1103 on this issue’s reader 
service form on page 102.
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