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You may have heard of a recent court case involving injury to a school technician whilst operating an unguarded circular saw.  The details of the accident are as follows:

The technician was employed in the design technology department at a community school in Oldham.  His duties included cutting materials for pupils on equipment that they would not themselves be allowed to use and cleaning and maintaining work equipment including tools and benches. 

At around 3.50 pm on 18 April 2005 he was asked by a pupil if he would cut some plywood sheets down as part of some GCSE project work and to perform this task he used a Wadkin Bursgreen circular saw.  He cut through the plywood with the saw and as he lent over to turn the saw off with his right hand his left hand came in to contact with the unguarded spinning blade causing the cuts to his first and second fingers on his left hand.  It was only at this point that he realised that the guard was missing. 

Subsequent enquiries revealed that prior to the accident the saw had been used by another teacher. He had used the saw to cut a groove in a pupil's work piece and to do this had removed the crown guard and riving knife and adjusted the blade height.  After he had completed his task he had turned the saw off and returned to his class but had not replaced the guard or riving knife as it was close to the end of the school day. 

The technician had not received any training in the use and maintenance of woodworking machinery since he had joined the school in January 2004.  It is not clear what training he had received prior to this.  The teacher  had joined the school in 1980 and although he had been trained as part of his teacher training he received no further training in his 25 years leading up to the accident.

The school was a community school and, as such, the Local Authority (LA) is the employer of all staff and the primary body responsible to ensure the Health and Safety of all employees under the Health and Safety at Work Act 1974.  The role of the LA as employer involves overall and ultimate responsibility for health and safety in all its controlled schools.  The LA was therefore required to impose, monitor and enforce a uniform safe system of work and minimum levels of training across its controlled schools as a whole.  

Following the accident the HSE served an Improvement Notice upon Oldham Metropolitan Borough Council dated 24 August 2005 that required it to: 


review and revise it's risk assessments relating to the use of work equipment in the design technology department of it's school;


to ensure that all users of work equipment have appropriate information instruction and training in use of that equipment; and 


to develop a means of ensuring that risks are being properly controlled and preventative measures applied. 

Advice to schools:

The use of all potentially dangerous equipment, such circular saws, should be subject to a robust risk assessment.

This risk assessment should identify:


the levels of training required to operate the machine including regular refresher training;


the people authorised to operate the machine;


the people authorised to carry out maintenance on the machine;


the system to lock off the machine to prevent unauthorised use;


the provision of signage to indicate and promote safe working practice and the key safety issues.

The risk assessment should also include rules of operation that ensure safe operation.  In the case of a circular saw this will include:


permitted sizes of saw blade;


operation of dust extraction equipment;


use of extension tables and fences to support work pieces;


the use of ‘push sticks’;


adjustment of the riving knife to within 8mm of the blade circumference.


provision of alternative guarding when used without a crow guard and riving knife.

Further information:

1. Health and Safety Executive information sheet “Circular saw benches - Safe working practices” and the CLEAPSS publication “Health and Safety Maintenance of D&T Workshop Equipment (L254). 
2. LA Codes of Practice should clearly outline the roles and responsibilities of subject leaders and others and provides information on the Design and Technology Association national health and safety training standards for those working on schools.

3. Health and safety accreditation must be undertaken through a Registered Design and Technology Health and Safety Consultant (RDTHSC) and a register of these is available on the Design and Technology Association website. 

Links:

Design and Technology Association  

http://www.data.org.uk <http://web.data.org.uk>
Health and Safety Executive  

<http://www.hse.gov.uk/>
CLEAPSS  

<http://www.cleapss.org.uk/>
