
UCU - Risk Assessment 
Information



Management of Health & Safety at 
Work Regulations (1999)

• These Regulations introduced the specific legal requirement 
for risk assessments for work activities. 

• Risk assessments should be completed for all work activities.

• Ideally, should be completed by:
• the individual carrying out the activity (as they know the 

activity best) with
• the PI/line manager 
• May need expert advice and guidance (eg. input from local 

safety advisor, University Safety Services, etc).



Risk assessment – what is it?
• A careful examination of what, in your workplace, could

cause harm to people (the hazard) and how you can
prevent harm from occurring (by introducing control
measures).

• Looks at what you’re currently doing to protect people and
also looks at whether you should be doing more, or if it is
suitably controlled.



Risk assessment – what is it?
It involves answering the questions :

• What could cause harm (the hazard)?
• What might go wrong?
• How likely is it to go wrong?
• How bad might the consequences be?
• What can be done to stop it going

wrong? (the control measures needed)

the risk}



5 steps to risk assessments

The HSE guidance splits risk assessments into 5 basic
steps:

1. Identify hazards

2. Decide who might be harmed and how

3. Evaluate risks and decide the best way to control them

4. Record and communicate the findings

5. Review assessment periodically
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Presentation Notes
The Health and Safety Executive (UK) is essentially the governments H&S “police force”.Specialist HSE inspectors have many far-reaching powers – including being able to enter premises where they believe H&S is causing immediate danger to people, being able to demand work is stopped with immediate effect, being able to interview people under caution, and being able to prosecute people (individuals) and businesses for breaches of H&S legislation.Penalties (including imprisonment and fines) can be issued as the result of breaches of H&S legislation.Fines to corporations are based on company turnover (% of turnover) – so the University of Manchester could potentially be fined millions for breaches of H&S law.



Types of hazard 

• Work environment – hot, cold, noise, vibration, heights
• Display screen equipment (eg. desktop computer, laptop, 

tablet, etc)
• Electrical
• Mechanical
• Radiation
• Chemical
• Biological
• Laser
• Stress 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Hazard = something that could harm you.Hazards are not just physical (electrical, chemical, DSE) – they also include things like stress, etc.



What is the difference between Hazard and Risk?

• Hazard - Something with the potential to
cause harm

• Risk - The likelihood, high or low, that the
harm will actually occur, combined
with the severity of the harm

Risk = Likelihood x Severity
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Presentation Notes
The terms “hazards” and “risks” are often used interchangeably. This is not correct, and it is important to understand the difference between the terms.A hazard is something with the potential to cause harm; the risk is how likely that harm will occur from the hazard, and how bad it will be if it happens!An example would be if I have an open, unlocked briefcase full of plutonium (the hazard). If I leave the briefcase open in a corridor, the risk of someone being harmed is extremely high! However if I take the briefcase (so the hazard remains the same), but put it in a lead-lined safe, in a secure room which has only one key that only I have access to, the risk is massively reduced and is well controlled.So, while the hazard remains the same, the risk can be reduced by introducing control measures (lead-lined safe, one key, sole key holder).



What factors affect the level of risk?

• Likelihood of harm occurring 
• Severity of the harm e.g. injury, ill health
• Frequency of exposure to hazard e.g. how often 

hazard encountered
• Number of people affected/exposed to hazard
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Presentation Notes
Factors to consider include:Likelihood – how likely is harm likely to be? Can range from extremely unlikely to almost certain to happen.Severity – is it going to cause a small bruise, or can someone die? You obviously need to do more to control hazards with the potential to kill you!Frequency to exposure – is it something you have to do every day, or once per term? Some hazards (such as radiation hazards) have cumulative effects, which build up over time as you continue to be exposed.Number of people – just you? People in your immediate area? Manchester city centre? 



Probability/
Likelihood

Outcome/Severity
Insignificant

minor injury/illness, 
no work absence

Minor
short-term incapacity 

/ ill health (up to 3 
days off work)

Major 
intermediate 

incapacity / medium 
term ill health (eg 
> 3 days off work)

Virtually 
impossible LOW RISK LOW RISK MEDIUM RISK

Possible LOW RISK MEDIUM RISK HIGH RISK

Likely MEDIUM RISK HIGH RISK VERY HIGH RISK

Risk assessment matrix
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Presentation Notes
Most risk assessments use some sort of qualitative (rather than quantitative) risk matrix – 3x3 (shown above), 5x5, etc.Using L, M, H, VH is probably OK for most things. You may need help from a local safety advisor, etc when determining where something lies in the risk matrix if you are completing a risk assessment.The University has guidance on the risk assessment process (see Safety Services website), and also offers training courses in risk assessments (see Staff Training and Learning).



What makes a good risk assessment?

• Legally, you need to be able to show that:
• A proper check was made
• You considered who might be affected
• You identified all the significant hazards, and took into 

account the numbers of people involved
• The controls are reasonable and the remaining risk is low 

You don’t need to anticipate unforeseen risks

Presenter
Presentation Notes
If you can anticipate it/if it is something that is likely to happen – you must risk assess for it.If it is unforeseen you don’t have to.



Different types of risk assessment

The University has different types of risk assessment,
including:

• General (activity) risk assessments
• COSHH assessments
• Chemical risk assessment
• Biological/GM assessments
• Manual handling assessments
• Display screen equipment assessments

They might have different names and use different
forms, but they ALL ask and answer the same 5 basic
questions.



Sacrifice
(time, trouble, cost,
physical difficulty of 
taking measures to 

avoid the risk)

RISK

If risk cannot be avoided then control 
measures are required to manage it

Sensible risk assessment 
– a balancing act
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Presentation Notes
The degree of risk in a particular activity or environment can be balanced against the time, trouble, cost and physical difficulty of taking measures to avoid the risk. If these are so disproportionate to the risk that it would be quite unreasonable for the persons concerned to have to incur them to prevent it, they are not obliged to do so.



Sensible risk assessment – a balancing act
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You wouldn’t need to wear a full chemical safety suit to make a cup of tea in the staff canteen – this would be unreasonable and disproportionate to the risk.But you would need to take suitable precautions if you’re working in a lab doing a potentially explosive reaction (so this doesn’t happen!).Risk assessment is all about balancing what is reasonable and proportionate to the task, and introducing control measures to reduce the risk of anything bad happening to as low a level as reasonably practicable.



Risk assessments
• Must be “suitable and sufficient” – must adequately 

identify the likely hazards of the task and the risks
involved.

• Must ensure that risks are reduced to as low a level 
as “reasonably practicable” by the introduction of 
suitable and sufficient control measures.

• It should be noted that risk will NEVER be reduced 
to zero – there will always be some residual risk. 
Life is not risk free.
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Presentation Notes
Remember, risk assessments will identify control measures, which legally need to reduce the risk to as low a level as reasonably practicable – this will never be zero.Residual or acceptable risk does not mean no risk – we aim to work safely to bring risk to an acceptable level.Life (and work) is not risk free – we accept risks just by getting in the car to drive to work, or when we cross the road to get to work – however, we introduce measures ourselves to reduce the risk to as low a level as we reasonably can do. Exactly the same applies when completing tasks at work.



Risk assessments

• Risk assessments must be signed (usually by you or your 
line manager/local safety advisor).

• The contents of the risk assessment must be communicated 
to everyone completing the task, and those who could be 
affected.

• For less hazardous activities, you might not see the actual 
risk assessment – you might just see a procedure sheet 
telling you what to do to complete the task safely. 

• You are legally entitled to see the original risk assessment –
you can ask your line manager to send you a copy.
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Presentation Notes
Risk assessments must be discussed with the end users, and should be consulted on and the findings recorded and communicated to all those likely to be impacted by the work. At the university, risk assessments usually don’t need to be discussed for low risk activities – but are available for activities such as working in your office.With regards to major hazards (such as chemical, etc), users in the same lab area will be involved in the risk assessment process, the risk assessment should be available to access easily by anyone in the area, and the hazards and risks should be communicated to everyone in the area. This is done in all of the labs which we are responsible for – there are lab safety files containing all risk assessments in each lab, and all lab users have had an induction and are aware of the work being conducted in close proximity to them, and know what control measures are in place and (more importantly) why they are there.With regards to university-wide hazards (eg. coronavirus!), the university has a legal obligation to consult with the Trade Unions over risk assessments, etc, and these must be meaningful consultations, where our opinions/suggestions must be discussed. The risk assessments must also be communicated in a meaningful way, which people will be able to understand and follow.



Risk assessments
• Risk assessments must be reviewed at regular intervals 

(usually annually at the University – it depends on the task) or if 
a change occurs.

• Changes which would trigger an immediate review of the risk 
assessment include:
• Change in current legislation or government guidance
• Change in work location
• Change in personnel – such as if a vulnerable employee is 

about to start a task
• Something indicates it’s no longer valid or can be improved 

– eg. following an accident

• “Vulnerable employee” is a legal term, and covers employees 
who are pregnant, who may be disabled, or who may be young 
workers (there are others – these are examples).



Risk assessment – what it isn’t…..

• About producing piles of useless paperwork

• About stopping your work/research taking place

• A waste of time

• A back-covering exercise to stop the 
University being sued!
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Presentation Notes
Important to remember – a risk assessment is a piece of paper – it won’t protect you. In order for a risk assessment to be meaningful and protect people, it MUST be understood by those reading it, and the identified control measures must be followed. Just having them written down doesn’t protect you – you have to follow what the control measures say!



Where to go for help…
The University of Manchester has a central Safety Services 
unit; see:

http://www.healthandsafety.manchester.ac.uk/

Their website has information on:
• Finding your local safety advisor (every unit should 

have one) – you should ask them as your first contact 
for safety information.

• University H&S policy and guidance
• Risk assessments – forms and guidance

You can always ask the local UCU branch for help and 
support



University general risk assessment form
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Presentation Notes
This blank form is available from the University Safety Services website, along with guidance notes on how to complete the form.



Hierarchy of control measures

• Eliminate the hazard 
• Use a lower risk option (e.g. substitution)
• Prevent access to the hazard (e.g. LEV, 

containment, enclosure, guarding)
• Organise work to reduce exposure
• Provide training and supervision
• Use Personal Protective Equipment (PPE)

• Provide first aid

Effectiveness
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Presentation Notes
When completing a risk assessment, the choice of control measures is determined following the hierarchy of control, where collective control measures (ie. Measures to include the most number of people) legally MUST be used, where possible, in preference to personal control measures.Depending on the task, there may be several control measures used, which might include collective AND personal measures.Example – student performing a chemical reaction – control measures: has to ask whether they need to do the experiment (can it be eliminated – usually the answer will be no, but you need to ask the question!), can you use a lower risk option – can you substitute in another chemical (usually “No”), can you scale down (use less)? Can you use a safer form (granules rather than powder?), can you prevent access (do the work in a fume cupboard? In a separate room?), can you arrange the room/area to reduce exposure (specific area for the work?)?, you must provide training and supervision (NOTE: as a supervisor/line manager, you have a legal duty to your student/employee to provide sufficient and suitable training, information, instruction and supervision to the person in order to ensure that they can perform the task safely and ensure they become competent), PPE – last resort – could be provision of lab coat, safety glasses, gloves, etc. PPE – only used after all other control measures have been considered. Often used in conjunction with other control measures.Legally, we must use collective protective measures first (where possible), in preference to PPE. Often we have a “belt and braces” approach, where we use both!Providing first aid isn’t a control measure – it’s something we need when all of the control measures have failed and someone has been hurt



• We must also remember that when assessing complex hazards (such
as coronavirus!) we must consider all factors relating to the hazard,
and must weigh up the cost-benefit of control measures.

• Specifically, for coronavirus, we need to balance up the necessity of
things such as reducing the amount of face to face teaching (lowering
infection risk, etc), with the benefits of a return to some campus
working (where home working for some is associated with the
additional stress of isolated working, in a poor home working
environment, with unsuitable DSE set-up).

• The complexity of trying to determine a reasonable balance which is
acceptable to all is extremely difficult (probably not possible to please
everyone!).

• If you have specific concerns, remember to discuss them with your
line manager/local safety advisor

• You can also contact your local UCU H&S rep, or the branch:
ucu@manchester.ac.uk

mailto:ucu@manchester.ac.uk
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