
It’s important to note at this stage 
that not only safety hazards should 
be identified but also health hazards. 
This may proof to be more difficult 
as health risks may not always be 
obviously apparent in the work 
environment, it may take more skill 
and experience. 

Hazard identification and risk 
assessment can of course only be 
performed properly if there is a 
good understanding of the terms 
“hazard” and “risk”.

A hazard can be defined as something 
that can cause harm, injury or an 
illness if not controlled. For example a 
chemical used in the workplace that is 
corrosive to skin. A risk can be defined 
as a combination of the probability and 
severity that an uncontrolled hazard 
can cause.  The corrosive chemical 
can only cause harm when it is 
handled, the area where it is handled 
should be considered as well as the 
number of employees handling it, for 
example. 

During hazard identification and risk 
assessment individual work hazards 
are identified, listed then assessed to 
establish the likelihood and severity 
of the harm that it can cause and as 
a finale step the source of the hazard 
is eliminated or controlled.  The 
Regulations for Hazardous Chemical 
Substances, 1995 regulation 5, 
requires that an employer assess the 
potential exposure of an employee 
to any chemical through any route of 
intake such as ingestion, inhalation 
and/or absorption. It’s important that 
employees involved at a specific work 
environment are involved in identifying 
hazards. Who else knows better what 
hazards they are exposed to on a 
day to day basis? Risk management 
requires all risks to be managed to a 
level as low as reasonably practicable 
if elimination is not possible. It is 
also helpful (besides it being a legal 
requirement) that employees are 
informed about the risks they may 
be exposed to during work as well 
as what control measures have 

Occupational health and 
safety at the workplace 

Occupational Health and 
Safety is important in any 
workplace for various 

reasons, the most common 
being legal, financial and moral 
reasons. Every employer has a moral 
responsibility to keep employees 
from harm. Good Occupational Health 
and Safety (OHS) management 
will reduce employee injuries and 
illnesses resulting in lowered time 
of absenteeism, less medical and 
disability costs. A healthy and safe 
work environment will increase the 
moral of employees resulting in higher 
productivity. Work provides many 
economic social benefits but a wide 
variety of hazards also presents a risk 
to the health and safety of employees. 
Most employers in South Africa 
are convinced of the benefits to be 
gained by proper occupational health 
and safety management, however 
the method of establishing a safe 
and healthy workplace may proof to 
be tricky.  World trends show that 
small and medium enterprises are 
experiencing a increase in workplace 
incidents/ injuries and diseases. 

OHS focuses on three main 
objectives:
• The maintenance and promotion 

of workers health, safety and work 
capacity

• The unremitting improvement 
of unhealthy or unsafe work 
environments

• Development of working culture 
supportive of healthy and safe 
work environments and systems

The initial step to achieve this is 
through comprehensive hazard 
identification and risk assessment. 
Common hazards that may be 
present in any workplace includes 
physical hazards (noise, heavy lifting, 
extreme temperatures) biological 
hazards (hazardous biological agents, 
disease carrying pests) chemical 
hazards (gasses, dust, vapours and 
liquids that may be toxic, corrosive 
or carcinogenic) electrical hazards 
and physiological hazards (long 
working hours, extreme deadlines). 

been implemented to protect them, 
thus reducing or eliminating the risk. 
Only when all other possible control 
measures have been considered 
may an employer resort to providing 
personal protective equipment to 
employees to protect them against a 
hazard as required by the regulations. 
This is in part due to the fact that 
personal protective equipment is the 
least effective in providing protection.
Once proper control measures have 
been selected and implemented 
to protect employees against the 
identified hazards the entire process 
starts again. This is of course done to 
identify any residual hazards, establish 
if new hazards was introduced by the 
controls, new product or procedures 
or where hazards was previously 
missed or considered negligible.  
Record keeping of this hazard 
identification, risk assessment process 
is of vital importance.

Employers should also keep 
record of incidents and injuries 
/ diseases that do occur. This is 
not only for reporting purposes but 
also to establish trends. If several 
hand injuries are reported form the 
same section an investigation can be 
launched into the probable causes 
and targeted training may be arranged 
or a faulty piece of equipment fixed. 
Even near misses should be recorded 
– these incidents where no injury or 
harm was caused but it could easily 
have happened. This information 
can assist an employer to identify 
areas of concern where preventative 
action may be taken before an injury 
or incident can occur.  Record of 
first aid incidents as an example can 
be very useful. Reports show that 
there is a general lack of information 
on occupational incidents and that 
systems to maintain these data basis 
are weak in South Africa. Data is not 
collected regularly and too much 
reliance is places of notification after 
the fact.  It makes more business 
sense to keep employees healthy, 
safe and productive rather that 
rehabilitating them after injury or 
disease and attempting to reintegrate 
them back into the workforce.
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