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North Lancashire Branch  

South Cumbria Occupational  
Health & Safety Group 

Topic:  Occupational hygiene and workplace health. 

Speaker: Phil Roberts, HSE Specialist Inspector,  

 Occupational Hygiene and NW Regional Organiser, BOHS 

Gary McAteer, Chairman, South Cumbria and North Lancashire IOSH Branch welcomed 
members to the joint meeting with South Cumbria Occupational Health & Safety Group. He 
then welcomed and introduced our speaker, Phil Roberts, HSE Specialist Inspector  

Phil started his presentation by summarising the topics in his presentation:  

• What is Occupational Hygiene? 

• What Occupational Hygienists do? 

• How can Occupational Hygienists help? 

• The role of BOHS. 

He then defined occupational hygiene as “…the science of worker health protection…” before 
giving members a brief overview of critical milestones in the history of occupational hygiene. 

Next Phil reminded members that the Health and Safety Executive (HSE), estimated that about 
13,000 people die from occupational diseases every year in the UK due to exposure to 
workplace hazardous substances. For example, in 2020: 

• 1.6 million  workers suffered from work related ill health (new or long standing). 

• 638,000  new cases of work-related ill health. 

• 32.5 million  working days were lost due to work-related ill health in 2019/20. 

• 13,000 deaths  linked to work exposures, primarily to chemicals or dust. 

• 12,000 deaths  from lung diseases linked to earlier workplace exposures 

• 2,446 deaths from mesothelioma linked to past workplace exposure to asbestos. 

• 17.000 new cases of breathing and lung problems caused, or made worse by          

 workplace conditions. 

He said that HSE had received 36,589 disease notifications of Covid-19 in workers where 
occupational exposure is suspected, including 417 death notifications, between the 10 April 2020 
and 23 October 2021. HSE also estimates that the annual cost of work-related ill health in 
2018/19 were £10.6 billion, excluding long-latency work related illnesses such as some cancers. 

Phil then explained how the role of the occupational hygienist had an important role in managing 
workplace health risks and employees’ health as part of a three-pronged approach that:  

• Uses the expertise of occupational hygienists to identify workplace health risks and to 
suggest effective control measures to protect their employees.  

• Uses the expertise of occupational health professionals to monitor and keep records 
of employees’ health assessments. 

• Establishes wellbeing policies to ensure that workplaces do not harm their 
employees’ wellbeing and that promote healthy lifestyles. 
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Phil said that workplace health risks should be managed as part of an employer’s overall 
health and safety management system using a similar risk assessment process: 

• Identify potential workplace health hazards. 

• Evaluate potential employee exposures to hazardous substances and tasks. 

• Identify appropriate control measures. 

• Monitor efficacy of control measures. 

• Review risk assessment regularly. 

He stressed that effective health risk management required leadership commitment, a 
hierarchy of controls and traceable checks on compliance and protection. These should 
include assessment of:  

• Ways to eliminate the exposure by removing the hazard. 

• Substitution: checking whether it is possible to undertake the task using an alternative 
substance or process. 

• Engineering options: assessing whether it is possible to isolate employees from 
the hazard without having a detrimental effect on productivity and/or the 
employees’ wellbeing. 

• Administrative controls: developing new safe systems of work. 

• PPE: as a last resort when other options are not practicable.  

Phil then explained that most workplace health risks were the result of: 

• Absorption of hazardous substances through the skin. 

• Inhalation of hazardous substances and 

• Secondary exposure from work surfaces. 

Therefore, employers need to know that their risk control measures are effective and the best 
way to achieve this is by using risk assessors who are qualified and competent to undertake 
the initial potential workplace health risk assessments, and others who are qualified and 
competent to monitor employees’ health. In particularly hazardous workplaces this will require 
the expertise of occupational hygienists and occupational health professionals. 

He explained that most organisations would need to employ outside consultants to undertake 
‘expert’ assessments and recommended that employers followed the following protocols 
before appointing their health risk assessors: 

• Define the assessor’s task by identifying what needs assessing and requiring a site-
specific risk assessment with recommendations for controls and future monitoring. 

• Identify more than one suitably qualified consultant. 

• Obtain more than one quotation. 

• Assess the quotations and accept the one that fits in with the organisation’s workplace 
culture (this will not necessarily be the cheapest. 

Phil then used some case studies to illustrate how occupational hygienists had provided 
practical advice to help employers protect their employees from exposure to Covid-19 during 
the pandemic. This included advice about ventilation and air conditioning, face coverings, 
cleaning and hygiene, face masks, segregation, one-way systems, evacuation, vaccination, 
testing regimes. 

Phil told members that a recent Health Service Investigation Branch (HSIB) report on 
nosocomial transmission of COVID-19 transmission in hospitals noted that the management of 
the risk highlighted a several transmission problems would have been resolved more effectively 
if management had consulted someone with occupational hygiene expertise (www.hsib.org.uk ). 
He explained that this was because occupational hygienists had expertise in: 

• Using and interpreting data from dust lamp monitoring. 

• Air sampling techniques. 

• Biological monitoring and  

• Undertaking workplace observations. 

http://www.hsib.org.uk/
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He reminded members that occupational hygienists are scientific specialists whose expertise 
can improve the overall health protection of employees because: 

• They understand the complex interrelationships between engineering, 
management, and technical controls across a range of exposure scenarios 
(highly specialised or general),  

• They can make a significant contribution to a healthier working environment. 

• Their expertise in balancing risk, regulation and reality can reduce the burden on 
managers etc and enable better focus on core critical issues. 

Phil then gave members a brief overview of the work and aims of BOHS. He explained that 
BOHS was founded in 1953 and is: 

• The leading authority in worker health protection and occupational disease prevention 
in the UK 

• A science-based, charitable body that provides information, expertise and guidance in 
the recognition, control and management of workplace health risks. 

• The only professional society that: 

- Represents qualified occupational hygienists in the UK.  

- Has over 1.800 members in 45 countries. 

- Has been awarded a Royal Charter (April 2013), granted in recognition of 
BOHS’ unique and pre-eminent role in worker health protection. 

Phil then fielded questions from members that were collated from the Zoom chat facility by 
Carol Stearne, Secretary, South Cumbria & North Lancashire IOSH Branch and included 
queries about face fit testing and vibration monitoring. 

Both Carol and Gary thanked Phil for his informative and worthwhile presentation.  

Gary also reminded members that SCOHSG had invited IOSH members, as visitors, to a 
SCOHSG’s face-to-face meeting on 9 December 2021, at the Crooklands Hotel, Crooklands 
where Steven Boyd, Principal Inspector of Health and Safety, HSE, Carlisle will be giving 
SCOHSG members an HSE update. He explained that SCOHSG members would be given 
priority and that IOSH members could register to attend via SCOHSG’s Eventbrite web page 
on a ‘first come, first served’ basis. 

Related HSE information: 

Solutions from HSE: occupational hygiene: Occupational Hygiene (hsl.gov.uk) 

Waste management and recycling occupational health issues: Occupational Health issues 
(hse.gov.uk) 

Nanoparticles and occupational health review: RR274 - Nanoparticles: An occupational 
hygiene review (hse.gov.uk) 

An occupational hygiene of the use and control of isocyanates: RR311 - An occupational 
hygiene assessment of the use and control of isocyanates in the UK (hse.gov.uk) 

Sources of other relevant information: 

Guidance published by BOHS: What is Occupational Hygiene - British Occupational Hygiene 
Society (BOHS) 

https://www.hsl.gov.uk/what-we-do/occupational-hygiene
https://www.hse.gov.uk/waste/health.htm
https://www.hse.gov.uk/waste/health.htm
https://www.hse.gov.uk/research/rrhtm/rr274.htm
https://www.hse.gov.uk/research/rrhtm/rr274.htm
https://www.hse.gov.uk/research/rrpdf/rr311.pdf
https://www.hse.gov.uk/research/rrpdf/rr311.pdf
https://www.bohs.org/information-guidance/what-is-occupational-hygiene/
https://www.bohs.org/information-guidance/what-is-occupational-hygiene/

