
4. RISK ASSESSMENT  

4.1 General 

The ‘Safe System of Work’ - approach to safety means that we:  

1.  Identify the Hazards;  

2.  Decide who might be harmed and how;   

3.  Evaluate the risks and decide on precautions 

4.  Record findings and Implement the safety measures prescribed;  

5. Review risk assessment and update when necessary. 

The Management of Health and Safety at Work Regulations 1999 requires that a 
systematic risk assessment to be made for all work activities other than trivial tasks 
or those from the routine activities of everyday life. 

Many other items of legislation apply to work in the School of Biomedical Sciences, 
and it is School policy not only to comply with these pieces of legislation as required 
by law, but also to act positively and sensibly to control risks and prevent injury, ill 
health, damage and other losses arising from work within the School.  Therefore, all 
activities, other than trivial or everyday routine tasks, carried out in the School 
will require a formal risk assessment to be made.  These assessments must be 
recorded, and must be reviewed annually and whenever there is a significant 
change in the risk involved.   

From an initial Generic Risk assessment (RA1 form), the main hazards of the work 
activity, or group of similar activities may be identified.  Further risk assessments 
specific to the Hazards identified may then be required (see figure 3 for details). 

 a hazard is anything that may cause harm, such as chemicals, electricity, 
working from ladders, an open drawer etc; 

 the risk is the chance, high or low, that somebody could be harmed by these 
and other hazards, together with an indication of how serious the harm could 
be. 

HSE Inspectors may bring criminal proceedings against the University or any 
individual for a breach of any duty under Health and Safety Legislation if it is shown 
that there was deliberate negligence.  This may include wilful failure to comply with 
the employers arrangements for safety management.  

It is an absolute requirement that Risk Assessment forms are completed, read 
and signed (where applicable) by all workers involved before work is carried 
out. 

A lab safety file should be kept in an accessible place containing risk 
assessments and training records for lab workers.  All risk assessment forms 
must be made available for inspection/consultation by interested parties.  

It may be necessary to pool knowledge and resources before completing the 
assessments and recording them.  The assessments should be reviewed regularly, 
especially if there is any reason to suspect that the original assessment is no longer 
valid.  Further information on risk assessment can be found in the recently updated 
HSE guidance available from http://www.hse.gov.uk/risk/fivesteps.htm .  

http://www.hse.gov.uk/risk/fivesteps.htm




4.2 Substances Hazardous to Health 

A major part of the work activity in SBMS involves the use of substances hazardous 
to health.  The School has a legal obligation to ensure that all persons concerned are 
made aware of the hazards associated with the substances and to adopt safe 
working practices.  

The Control of Substances Hazardous to Health (COSHH) Regulations 2002, 
(updated 2005) include a legal framework for controlling people's exposure to 
hazardous substances associated with their work.  The Regulations cover all 
substances that have a potential for causing harm, including harmful micro-
organisms and chemicals in the form of solids, liquids dust, aerosols or gases.  The 
regulations require every employer to make a suitable and sufficient assessment of 
the health risks of persons working with hazardous substances.  

It is illegal to carry out work involving hazardous substances, including 
harmful micro-organisms, without first making a risk assessment and taking 
suitable measures to protect people's health and safety. 

Risk assessment forms and guidance have been updated in line with the new 
regulations and may be found on the University website.  This also contains 
comprehensive summary of the regulations and their requirements (see 
http://www.ed.ac.uk/schools-departments/health-safety/guidance/hazardous-
substances ) 

The COSHH risk assessment should be completed before the substance is 
purchased so that storage, use and disposal considerations can be made 
before the material is brought onto site.  See also section 6 of this policy. 

4.2.1 What to include in a COSHH assessment 

Chemicals hazardous to health in the COSHH definition are those labelled 
HARMFUL, TOXIC, VERY TOXIC, CORROSIVE, IRRITANT, CARCINOGENIC, 
TERATOGENIC, MUTAGENIC, ALLERGENIC, ASPHYXIANT and include those with 
DELAYED EFFECTS, and WORKPLACE EXPOSURE LIMITS (WEL’s).  Biological 
agents are also covered by COSHH, for further information see section 7.6 Biological 
Safety. 

Risk Assessments for COSHH should be Activity-based, i.e., how hazardous 
substances are used and how exposure may occur.  Correct assessments can only 
be based on a practical understanding of what actually happens or could happen in 
the workplace.  All those engaged in similar work may be assessed together and 
copies of the COSHH Safe System of work form shown to everyone conducting that 
activity.  An individual may belong to more than one group for purposes of Risk 
Assessment.  For more information see the HSE information page 
http://www.hse.gov.uk/coshh/  

Risk Assessments are best done by the people doing the work, but responsibility for 
ensuring completion of the forms falls to Supervisors e.g. PI’s, Course Convenors, 
Supervisors of Research and Class Projects, and Organisers of Field Work.  The 
preparative work undertaken by technical staff for undergraduate practicals held in 
the School must also be subject to suitable and sufficient risk assessment and 
adequate task supervision.  All Risk Assessments must be recorded.  

 

http://www.legislation.hmso.gov.uk/si/si2002/20022677.htm
http://www.ed.ac.uk/schools-departments/health-safety/risk-assessments-checklists/risk-assessments
http://www.ed.ac.uk/schools-departments/health-safety/guidance/hazardous-substances
http://www.ed.ac.uk/schools-departments/health-safety/guidance/hazardous-substances
http://www.ed.ac.uk/schools-departments/health-safety/risk-assessments-checklists/risk-assessments
http://www.hse.gov.uk/coshh/


The REACH Regulations require that suppliers must provide Health and Safety Data 
Sheets (MSDS) detailing, the known or potential hazards associated with 
substances.  This can be used as a source of information on the substances used in 
the work activity.  Other sources of information are available from the SBMS website 
and the Safety office. 

4.2.2  Face-fit testing  

Where the risk assessment identifies the requirement for respiratory protection, 
Respiratory Protective Equipment (RPE) should be supplied.  COSHH requires that 
anyone using RPE for regular use should be properly fitted and trained to use the 
masks.  Further information can be found at http://www.ed.ac.uk/schools-
departments/health-safety/guidance/ppe/facefit. School members who require this 
service should contact the safety office on sbms-safety@staffmail.ed.ac.uk  to 
arrange supply and fit-testing of suitable equipment. 

4.2.3  Other regulations concerned with Dangerous substances 

In addition to COSHH the following regulations apply: 

 The Poison Rules (1982) must be complied with by secure storage of 
poisons in a locked poisons cabinet, with named key holders, and records of 
use and disposal kept.   

 Environmental Protection Act 1990 The EPA prohibits the unauthorised or 
harmful deposit, treatment or disposal of waste and sets out a system for 
waste management licences.  It also introduces the concept of ‘Special 
Waste’ 

 The Environmental Protection (Duty of Care) Regulations 1991 places a 
Duty of Care responsibility on anyone at the University discarding any items 
to ensure that all waste is stored and disposed of responsibly;  

 The Dangerous Substances and Explosive Atmospheres Regulations 
2002 (DSEAR).  Applies to any substance or preparation (mixture of 
substances) with the potential to create a risk to persons from energetic 
(energy-releasing) events such as fires, explosions, thermal runaway from 
exothermic reactions etc.  See 
http://www.hse.gov.uk/fireandexplosion/dsear.htm for complete guidance. 

A substance may have to be assessed under both COSHH and DSEAR if it is 
classified as hazardous to health and one of the following: explosive, oxidising, 
flammable, extremely flammable or highly flammable, the MSDS sheet may 
carry the risk phrases R1-R19, or EU Hazard Phrase H200-H280.  

Risk assessment forms and guidance on DSEAR may be found on the health and 
Safety department website at http://www.ed.ac.uk/schools-departments/health-
safety/guidance/hazardous-substances/dsear   

4.3 Display Screen Equipment (DSE) 

It is a statutory requirement that a DSE Risk Assessment is completed and adequate 
instruction and training in the use of workstation equipment is given to all persons 
who regularly use Display screen equipment in their work.  

http://www.hse.gov.uk/reach/index.htm
http://www.ed.ac.uk/schools-departments/health-safety/guidance/ppe/facefit
http://www.ed.ac.uk/schools-departments/health-safety/guidance/ppe/facefit
mailto:sbms-safety@staffmail.ed.ac.uk
http://www.hse.gov.uk/fireandexplosion/dsear.htm
http://www.ed.ac.uk/schools-departments/health-safety/guidance/hazardous-substances/dsear
http://www.ed.ac.uk/schools-departments/health-safety/guidance/hazardous-substances/dsear
http://www.ed.ac.uk/schools-departments/health-safety/occupational-health/staff/general-health/computing-for-staff


The ergonomics of this operation are unique to each individual and workstation, so 
training should place particular emphasis on preventing Musculoskeletal injury from 
prolonged DSE use and poorly adjusted workstation equipment.  

Any problems identified in the risk assessment should be reported back to 
management for remedial action.  

Further advice can be found on the Occupational Health department website 
http://www.ed.ac.uk/schools-departments/health-safety/occupational-
health/staff/general-health/computing-for-staff . 

4.4  Manual Handling 

Manual handling encompasses lifting, carrying, putting down, pulling, or moving by 
human effort, either directly or indirectly.  

Under the Manual Handling Regulations 1992 it is necessary for employers to ensure 
that employees avoid, (as far as is reasonably practicable), manual handling 
operations that may cause injury.  

If these tasks cannot be avoided, then a risk assessment is necessary and controls 
must be put in place to reduce the risk of injury to an acceptable level for each task 
identified. Thus all manual handling tasks should be adequately planned, prepared 
for, and performed in order to prevent injury.  

Risk assessment forms are available from the safety department website 
http://www.ed.ac.uk/schools-departments/health-safety/risk-assessments-
checklists/risk-assessments  

For further guidance and training contact the SBMS Safety manager, and see also 
http://www.ed.ac.uk/schools-departments/health-safety/training/general/manual-
handling  

4.5 Supervision of work 

Each area of work must be put into a risk category to determine the level of 
supervision required for it. The category is determined partly by the nature of the 
work involved and partly by the experience of the worker concerned There are 
four categories, as follows: 

A: Where work must only be carried out under direct supervision. 

B: Where work must only be started with the supervisor's advice and approval. 

C: Where extra care must be observed, but where the workers are adequately 
trained and competent in the procedures involved. 

D: Where the risks are insignificant and supervision is not required. 

For all but the lowest category of work, supervisors should complete a risk 
assessment form (or validate one prepared by the student or research worker 
BEFORE work commences and denote the level of supervision required by 
circling either A, B, C or D on the form. Supervisors should then ensure that the 
worker concerned has read the form, understood it and abides by its stipulations. 
Supervisors should also make it clear to workers that alterations in methods must 
be documented and discussed rather than casually introduced without the 
supervisor's knowledge, and that everyone has a legal responsibility not to 
endanger themselves or others by their actions. 

http://www.ed.ac.uk/schools-departments/health-safety/occupational-health/staff/general-health/computing-for-staff
http://www.ed.ac.uk/schools-departments/health-safety/occupational-health/staff/general-health/computing-for-staff
http://www.ed.ac.uk/schools-departments/health-safety/risk-assessments-checklists/risk-assessments
http://www.ed.ac.uk/schools-departments/health-safety/risk-assessments-checklists/risk-assessments
http://www.ed.ac.uk/schools-departments/health-safety/training/general/manual-handling
http://www.ed.ac.uk/schools-departments/health-safety/training/general/manual-handling


Undergraduate Research Projects: Honours courses involve undergraduate 
students engaging in projects within research laboratories. In such cases a 
member of the academic staff or an experienced postdoctoral or postgraduate 
worker must normally be present while the undergraduate does practical work. 
The undergraduate may only work unattended for limited periods when (i) the 
work is low risk, and (ii) the student is judged to be competent; i.e., when the 
work falls into category D. Both these judgements must be made by the 
supervisor of the project. In all cases the supervisor should know what the 
student intends to do before the work is carried out. The supervisor, or an 
experienced worker must be present if any unusually hazardous operations are to 
be carried out by an undergraduate; i.e., work in categories A to C. Honours 
students are expected to be familiar with the contents of this manual. 

Postgraduate Research: Supervisors must be aware of the work being carried out 
by their postgraduate and postdoctoral workers. They must consider the level of 
training and competence of such workers, in particular, first-year postgraduates, 
in assessing the hazards involved and the degree of supervision required in a 
series of experiments. Where necessary, direct supervision of an experiment 
should be provided, either by a more experienced worker or by the supervisor 
himself/herself. 

If a supervisor plans to be away from the Centre for a day or more they must 
inform their students, arrange that another member of staff is available to deal 
with any problems which arise in their absence, and notify the Central office in 
the usual way. 

Projects carried out at other Institutes: If a student, whether undergraduate or 
postgraduate, is carrying out project work at an Institute outwith the University 
their supervisor still has a ‘duty of care’ for them. The supervisor or Honours 
Course Organiser must satisfy him/herself that safety is properly controlled at the 
level of both the project and the Institute. The supervisor should obtain an up-to-
date copy of the Institute’s general safety documentation to keep on file. 

4.6. Undergraduate Practical Classes 

Designated members of the academic staff are responsible for undergraduate 
practical classes. They are usually assisted by demonstrators appointed by the 
Course Organiser. If a member of staff has to leave the Centre, or be absent from 
a laboratory for an extended period, then they should arrange for a colleague to 
take their place until they return. 

Safety instructions should form a component of all laboratory manuals. The 
appropriate level of detail will depend upon the experience of the class as 
determined by its admission requirements.  

4.7  Work outside normal working hours 

All workers requiring to work outwith normal hours must complete a registration form 
which can be found on the school website (address given below) 

Risk assessments for lone or OOH work should give special consideration to the fact 
that the work is being done outwith times of normal building occupancy and should 
indicate which operations if any can be undertaken by persons working alone.  



All personnel entering a building outwith times of normal building occupancy (or who 
are already in the building and intend working after 1900 hours) must make an entry 
in the ‘out of hours’ log book (or other log-in procedure that may be introduced) 
situated inside the entrance. They must log their name, room number and time of 
entry. On leaving they must enter the time they exit.   

Further information and guidance on this subject can be found at 
http://www.sbms.mvm.ed.ac.uk/healthandsafety/latelone/index.htm  

 

4.8 Travel 

All Staff and students travelling abroad on University business should complete a 
travel risk assessment and notify their line manager of their itinerary and expected 
date of return.  A copy should be sent to the School office. Once the initial risk 
assessment has been completed and emergency contact details are up to date all 
subsequent trips can be risk assessed and travel dates updated with the School 
office to go on file in case of emergency. It is strongly recommended that all work 
related trips are covered by University travel insurance. Details can be found at  
https://www.wiki.ed.ac.uk/pages/viewpage.action?spaceKey=Finance&title=Insuranc
e+Policy+-+Travel+Insurance  (EASE login required). 

Overview and guidance on this area can be found at http://www.ed.ac.uk/schools-
departments/health-safety/guidance/transport-travel  

See http://www.ed.ac.uk/schools-departments/health-safety/guidance/1.42858 for 
more details and the risk assessment forms.  

 

http://www.sbms.mvm.ed.ac.uk/healthandsafety/latelone/index.htm
https://www.wiki.ed.ac.uk/pages/viewpage.action?spaceKey=Finance&title=Insurance+Policy+-+Travel+Insurance
https://www.wiki.ed.ac.uk/pages/viewpage.action?spaceKey=Finance&title=Insurance+Policy+-+Travel+Insurance
http://www.ed.ac.uk/schools-departments/health-safety/guidance/transport-travel
http://www.ed.ac.uk/schools-departments/health-safety/guidance/transport-travel
http://www.ed.ac.uk/schools-departments/health-safety/guidance/1.42858

