How do I carry out a risk assessment?

A risk assessment should involve the identification of significant hazards present in any working environment or arising out of commercial activities and work activities. 

It should evaluate the extent of the risks involved, taking into account existing precautions and their effectiveness. 

A hazard is something with the potential to cause harm (this can include articles, substances, plant or machines, methods of work, the working environment and other aspects of work organisation);

A risk is the likelihood of potential harm from that hazard being realised. The extent of the risk will depend on:

· the likelihood of that harm occurring; 

· the potential severity of that harm, i.e. of any resultant injury or adverse health effect; and 

· the population which might be affected by the hazard, i.e. the number of people who might be exposed. 

The free publication, ‘Five steps to risk assessment’, breaks the process into five stages:

Step 1 - Look for the hazards

If you are doing the assessment yourself, walk around your workplace and look afresh at what could reasonably be expected to cause harm. Ignore the trivial and concentrate on significant hazards which could result in serious harm or affect several people.
Ask your employees or their representatives what they think. They may have noticed things which are not immediately obvious. Manufacturers' instructions or data sheets can also help you spot hazards and put risks in their true perspective. So can accident and ill-health records.

Step 2 - Decide who might be harmed, and how

Don't forget:
young workers, trainees, new and expectant mothers, etc who may be at particular risk,
cleaners, visitors, contractors, maintenance workers, etc who may not be in the workplace all the time members of the public, or people you share your workplace with, if there is a chance they could be hurt by your activities.

Step 3 - Evaluate the risks and decide whether existing precautions are adequate or more should be done

Consider how likely it is that each hazard could cause harm. This will determine whether or not you need to do more to reduce the risk. 

· can I get rid of the hazard altogether? 

· if not, how can I control the risks so that harm is unlikely? In controlling risks apply the principles below, if possible in the following order: 

1. try a less risky option 

2. prevent access to the hazard (e.g. by guarding) 

3. organise work to reduce exposure to the hazard 

4. issue personal protective equipment 

5. provide welfare facilities (e.g. washing facilities for removal of contamination and first aid) 

Step 4 - Record your findings

If you have fewer than five employees you do not need to write anything down, though it is useful to keep a written record of what you have done. But if you employ five or more people you must record the significant findings of your assessment. This means writing down the significant hazards and conclusions. You must also tell your employees about your findings.
Risk assessments must be suitable and sufficient. You need to be able to show that:

· a proper check was made 

· you asked who might be affected 

· you dealt with all the obvious significant hazards, taking into account the number of people 
who could be involved 

· the precautions are reasonable, and the remaining risk is low. 

· Keep the written record for future reference or use. 

Step 5 - Review your assessment and revise it if necessary

Sooner or later you will bring in new machines, substances and procedures which could lead to new hazards. If there is any significant change, add to the assessment to take account of the new hazard. Don't amend your assessment for every trivial change, or still more, for each new job, but if a new job introduces significant new hazards of its own, you will want to consider them in their own right and do whatever you need to keep the risks down. In any case, it is good practice to review your assessment from time to time to make sure that the precautions are still working effectively.

Relevant H&SE publications include

L21, Management of health and safety at work, L21, (ISBN 0717624889 - available from HSE Books)
HSG183, Five steps to risk assessment : case studies, (ISBN 0717615804 - available from HSE Books)
