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Robert Matthews article November issue 'Focus'

Dear Focus,

Robert Mathews' article on Health and Safety (November issue) was inaccurate. I could find only one fact in the entire piece – relating to the banning of bangers. The remainder of the article was unsubstantiated opinion in which health and safety practitioners were variously described as 'zealots', 'nutters' and 'bossy.'

Mr Matthews will be pleased to hear that the Health and Safety Executive (HSE) share his opinion that it is only 'stupid' risk we should be avoiding. Like Mr Matthews, the HSE are convinced that risk is not only acceptable but is healthy, stimulating and vital. They are concerned only with addressing unacceptable risk – otherwise known as danger. Risk assessment is a way of calculating the risk in a situation in order to ensure that it does not pass beyond what is acceptable. As Mr Matthews correctly points out, had we not been able to do this as a species, we would not have walked out of Africa.

The Fireworks Act banned only a handful of the most dangerous fireworks from public sale (although most of these can still be seen at public displays.) It also restricted the minimum age necessary to purchase fireworks to 18. These precautions were not put into place lightly, but because thousands of children were being injured each year through the use and misuse of fireworks. The Act restricts the most dangerous situations but still allows ample scope for fun and exciting displays, and for the acceptable risks which come with the less erratic and explosive kind of fireworks. 

Fireworks which made excessive noise were banned because they have long been a nuisance for the weeks around fireworks night when they could be heard going off at all hours of the day and night. Banning excessively loud fireworks may have annoyed some but it was a huge relief to many others, including those with pets, young children and many elderly people. 

The HSE do not pin 'more health warnings than a nuclear bomb test' onto fireworks night, nor are they responsible for rising insurance costs. They do not forbid children from crossing roads, do not want to ban fireworks night and do not find excitement an anathema. Neither, as  Mr Matthews correctly points out, have they banned science experiments in schools. 

For further examples of things the HSE is not banning please see the excellent Myth of the Month section on their website!

Yours sincerely,

Abigail Cheverst

Health and Safety consultant 
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