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Health and safety Spitfires
Cathy Hayward is managing director of communications consultancy
Magenta Associates
One of the top stories on BBC Radio 4's Today programme a few weeks
ago was the news that a WWII Spitfire pilot, who survived deadly dogfights
with the Luftwaffe, was barred from sitting in a restored model Spitfire
because of health and safety concerns.

According to numerous news reports, 91-year-old Eric Carter went to
inspect a newly-restored Spitfire at the Potteries Museum and Art Gallery
in Stoke-on-Trent, the city in which he trained to fly. He asked officials if
he could relive his fighting days by sitting in the cockpit and was told that
it was a health and safety risk. Carter was quoted as saying: "You couldn't
make it up. I used to fly those things every day fighting the Germans - now
that really was a health and safety concern! To think that I couldn't sit in a
stationary Spitfire in case I got hurt. I just wish the Luftwaffe had been
so caring."

It's a sad indictment of health and safety (and facilities management,
more generally) that it's the ultra cautious and seemingly ridiculous
decisions that make the headlines - whether it's a war hero denied a
seat in a stationary plane, fans at a Tom Jones look-alike concert
banned from throwing underwear in case the performer tripped over
them, or Humberside fire officers, who risk their lives daily, being banned
from climbing stepladders to fit smoke alarms as it breached working
at height regulations.

Stoke-on-Trent City Council has been quoted as saying that on the day
in question there was no proper seat in the plane, which had been recently
coated with paint containing traces of radioactive radium. Carter's age was
also an issue. Without knowing more, it's impossible to say whether the
museum staff were being unnecessarily cautious or had valid reasons for
the decision they made.

The government recently launched a consultation to abolish large
numbers of health and safety rules following the independent Lofstedt
review, which argued that the problem lay less with the H&S regulations
and more with the way they are interpreted and applied. It's a difficult
balancing act, but facilities professionals must not be trigger-happy when
it comes to health and safety. Yes, something of a litigation culture is
developing in the UK, but (most) people can still be trusted to exercise their
common sense at work or in public spaces.

More from FM World's blog pages:
Use rule of thumb to get results
In business, we have that dreadful expression, `if you can't measure it, you
can't manage it, blogs John Bowen.
tinyurl.com/paretoprinciple
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The thing about FM that most inspires me is
the people. They come from such a diverse range
of backgrounds and experience, and all have such
different personalities. They all seem to have a
huge sense of responsibility to their organisations,
but also manage to enjoy life!

The most valuable lesson I have learned is to
never take business relationships for granted.
They need constant attention and input. Never be
complacent - people's circumstances, responsibilities
and organisations change; their needs change.

FMs have seen compliance responsibilities
increase dramatically in recent years. This
means the potential exposure of organisations
to reputational and other risks. FM has a huge
opportunity to demonstrate its value in effectively
and successfully managing these risks and
protecting the organisation.

You can outsource a task, but you can't
outsource the responsibility. Understandably,
organisations are looking to gain best value from
their service provision and this can undoubtedly
be achieved through outsourcing. However, the
organisation retains the statutory duty and the
reputational risk still lies with them if things go
wrong. FM is a prime candidate for outsourced
services but the statutory duty remains in house.
Ignorance of the facts as well as ignorance of the
law is no defence.

Sometimes, firms that claim to offer total
facilities management are really just good
single service providers. Everyone knows the
original DNA of these providers and knows what
they are best at doing. They should leave the
specialists to provide the best in class and have an
FM join them up. Really top class FMs can take the
joined-up view and blend the specialists together
for the benefit of their organisation.
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