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Dear Colleague

Occupational Health 
This circular advises about recent advice issued by the TUC on Occupational Health and give advice to branches on useful resources and checklists available to help negotiate better and more inclusive occupational health schemes in the workplace. 

In the UK there were 175 million working days lost to sickness absence in 2006, costing organisations around £650 per employee. A large percentage of this absence is caused by work. According to the 2006/07 Occupational Health Statistics Bulletin, over 2 million people a year suffer from ill health that they believe was caused or made worse by their current or past work.  

A set of targets were introduced by the Government in 2000 to try to address this problem. The Revitalising Health and Safety Strategy, launched in June 2000, set three national targets for improving health and safety performance by 2010: 

· to reduce the incidence rate of fatalities and major injuries by 10 per cent; 

· to reduce the incidence rate of cases of work-related ill health by 20 per cent; 

· to reduce the number of working days lost per worker from work-related injury and ill health by 30 per cent; 

· and to achieve half the improvement under each target by 2004.

The 2006/07 figures show that 36 million working days were lost to ill health at work. Comparing this with the previous year this represented a 10 per cent increase.  The HSE set out its technical approach to measuring progress against the Revitalising targets in a Statistical Note published in 2001, available at www.hse.gov.uk/statistics/statnote.pdf. Among other things, this said that a report on progress would be prepared each autumn, comparing the latest data with those for the base year (1999 or financial year 1999/2000).

The figures for 2007 suggest that the reduction in the incidence rate of fatalities and major injuries is on track. However, the figures for OH are not so good. The two key indicators, work-related ill health and working days lost, are not on track. The number of days lost due to ill health rose in 2006/07 whereas days lost from injuries fell. The national target reductions in the table below have not been met.
Official statistics fail to recognise many of the occupational diseases that are now leading to long-term illness. The estimates of 36 million days lost a year are, according to a report in Hazards magazine, an underestimation as many people are unaware that their illness is work-related. This is particularly the case with many musculoskeletal disorders (MSDs), occupational asthma, noise-induced hearing loss, and stress-related illness.

UNISON guidance recommends that Branch, and or are safety reps, should be consulted on: 
1. The occupational health services required

2. How they will be provided

3. The occupational health unit’s work programme and targets

4. The type and content of health assessment 

Also: 
5. Do they get copies of reports produced by the occupational health service? 

6. How does the occupational health service fit in with the safety committee? 

7. Do the occupational health unit and health and safety staff work together as a team? 

8. Is the branch considering joint initiatives on health issues? 

When negotiating for OHS, representatives must be aware that Occupational Health Services should be accessible to all and based on the principal of empowering the most at risk. They must be able to give advice and support to workers without the employer’s influence. Also workers must be able to participate in the planning of work of OHS practitioners Trade unions have a long history of identifying occupational ill health. Often they are in the best position to make judgements about what is causing work-related ill health. 
An excellent and comprehensive guide to all aspects of occupational health has been produced by the TUC and it can be downloaded from this link http://www.unionlearn.org.uk/extrasUL/Education/OccupationalHealth.pdf
The TUC also run training course both online and at colleges for experienced health and safety reps on negotiating on occupational health issues at work,
Click here to go to the UNISON fact sheet on this area for useful checklists and legal rights http://www.unison.org.uk/acrobat/B177.pdf
Hazard and body mapping are visual techniques that can be an effective way for reps and members to identify common problem areas and issues. Hazards magazine has produced a range of resources to assist with this.   Click here www.hazards.org/diyresearch/
Yours sincerely
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