'A world gone mad' 

or

How a climate of fear and misunderstanding has robbed artists and community workers of a palate of creative and organisational tools.......

When the newspapers are not busy whipping up a fever over Europe and straight cucumbers or provoking a war on abstract nouns, they will often resort to bewailing a 'world gone mad!'; backing this up with urban myth-like tales of schools issuing safety glasses to conker players, the banning of Christmas decorations in public places and firemen's poles being axed and all in the name of Health and Safety. Sound familiar?

The Health and Safety Executive are doing what they can to keep matters in perspective – they have done much in the last 10 years to take  complex and scattered legislation and create a coherent system to help people manage risk – but it is difficult, in the face of  persistent scaremongering , to counter a sustained, frivolous but often successful attempt to portray the HSE as a bogeyman..

While whipping up a climate of fear and misunderstanding around Health and Safety may sell papers ('ooh Gladys, you'll never guess what they've done now!') it is causing untold harm to a sector whose essence is defined in the delicate balance between the real and the fantastic. If Arts and Culture transforms the mundane and creates magic and excitement from what we thought we knew then it does so through an instinctive understanding of the true nature of risk and creativity. Risk and Creativity are both about living on the edge and finding a place to stand between exhilaration and danger which is not too much one way or the other. Art is not (should not be) dangerous but neither should it be safe. An understanding of risk helps us to position ourselves as close toward danger as we safely can. Exciting and exhilarating.

The problem is that most of you reading this will believe that Health and Safety is about wrapping people in cotton wool, about a nanny state, about attempting to eliminate all risk, about closing events. If I asked you why you thought this you might mumble something about conkers, about trapeze artists having to wear hard hats, about banning bonfires. If I asked you for evidence you'd be unable to give it. Why? Because all these stories are untrue. A recent study has shown that 75% of stories about Health and Safety which you read in the press are not true. This inaccurate and negative image of Health and Safety upsets and scares people and stops them engaging constructively with the process. 

Health and Safety is about managing risk. There are remarkably few hard and fast rules to follow, certainly at the level at which we operate. On the whole, what the Health and Safety executive does is ask providers to manage risk - to undertake a risk assessment for activities – and trusts them to do this. It will not usually intervene unless there has been a very serious incident which has shown your risk management to be inadequate. 

The Health and Safety Executive provides a lot of support to help people to carry out risk assessment. If you look at their website www.hse.gov.uk you will find page after page of free advice, information, case studies and examples. You can also look at my website www.healthandsafetyforthearts.com 

The persistent demonisation of Health and Safety by the popular press plays up to fears and insecurities and encourages people to see Health and Safety as something to be ridiculed and avoided. Nothing could be further from the truth. In fact, by promoting this stance, the press are effectively promoting a culture in which reasonable precautions are not taken and public safety is not valued – although they are among the first to complain when things do go wrong. 

There is a fear, at both the levels of the arts and the community professional, that Health and Safety is a tool which will be used against them, not for them. I have mentioned above the myth that Health and Safety closes events. It is a terrible thing but usually, in my experience, it is the organisers themselves that close events because they are afraid of and misunderstand Health and Safety. Last month I nearly wept when I read of a long held flower show that was 'cancelled due to Health and Safety.' when I read the article they had self closed because they felt they could not afford the huge cost of professional stewards. A proper risk assessment would have shown that a low risk flower show has no need for professional stewards and trained amateurs would have been sufficient. Another show closed because of the cost of hiring marquees. The organisers had their own but were not confident  they would be safe. Had they read the support documents available they would have learned the simple steps necessary to use and erect marquees safely. The list goes on .....

As artists and project managers we want to run events and produce art that is wonderful but we also know (in our hearts, not because we are told, or because it is 'the law') that we don't want to cause injury, pain or death to anyone, we do not want to look incompetent if the instillation collapses, we do not want to loose money if people  stay away because it is not public or child friendly, neither we do not want negative publicity through a badly managed, inefficient and sloppy event. 

Risk assessment can help us to manage, and succeed with all of these processes. It can allow us to do things we didn't dream was possible (not in this world at least!) Want a fire eater to lead the carnival? Want to double the size of the instillation? Want to do Encaustic painting with children? Want to run a coconut shy at the school fete? Want to use real elephants for that pageant ? Want a lantern procession to finish off the festival? 

Do a risk assessment to help you find out where the actual elements of risk are then look at the guidance to help you manage these. You will be amazed at what you can achieve.  Far from being a straight jacket or an enemy at the gates, Risk Assessment can help you work out how to make your instillation or event more exciting, dynamic and vibrant by giving you a whole new set of creative tools to carve out a niche for your vision in the real world.
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