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Good housekeeping 
for workplace safety
L ast m onth I w as  p leased  to be ab le  to 

contribu te to the annual con ference  of 
the Austra lian  and N e w  Z ea land  Th eo 

logical Library Association (A N Z T LA ) in Syd 
ney. O cca s io n s  of this sort p rov id e  a w e l
com e opportun ity to let lib rarians know  just 
w hat A L IA  is up to in the industrial field and, 
hopefu lly , to help  them  understand current 
labour m arket trends and shape ideas for 
dea ling  w ith  them . Equa lly  important, h o w 
ever, is the inform ation w h ich  A L IA  receives 
on w hat is happening  in the m any and va r
ied w o rk p laces  in w h ich  our m em bers are 
em p loyed . I found the A N Z T L A  con ference 
educationa l and useful in this regard.

Reflecting  later on the issues to em erge,
I w as struck once again by just how  isolated, 
in an industrial sense, m any of A L IA 's  m em 
bers are. M ost of the con fe ren ce  delegates 
appeared  to be w o rk in g  in sm all lib raries, 
w ith  m in im al or no pro fess ional support. 
Few  had access to trade union m em bership. 
And  m any seem ing ly w ere  uncertain of both 
their precise cond itions of em p loym ent and 
their rights in the w o rkp lace . C learly , A L IA 's  
d ec is io n  to em phasise  the im portance  of 
N ational O ffice  assistance to non-unionised 
specia l lib rarians in its industria l services 
p o lic y  is h ig h ly  approp ria te . From  day-to- 
day dealings w ith  m any of them , it appears 
to me that A L IA 's  assistance is particu la rly  
appreciated  by this category of member.

O n e  matter w h ich  w as c le a r ly  important 
to the A N Z T L A  lib ra rians is o ccu p ation a l 
health and safety In particu lar, I w as asked 
m any questions abou t just w h e re  the onus 
lies in ensuring that the w o rkp lace  remains 
safe. The an sw er lies large ly  in the ve ry  
heavy duty o f care w h ich  all em ployers ow e 
to their workers. O ve r  m any years, the courts 
have gradually extended legal liability, to the 
extent that no w  an em p loyer m ay be liab le 
even w here  the injured em p loyee is partly to 
b lam e, or ano ther em p lo yee  is en tire ly  re
sponsible. A nd  sins of om ission are as like ly 
as a c tive  w rong-do ing  to incu r dam ages 
against em ployers.

At its broadest, the duty of care requires 
em ployers to take reasonable action to m in i
m ise any fo reseeab le risk to the health and 
safety of the ir em p lo yees . Th is does not 
m ean an em p lo yer is in breach every tim e a 
w orker is injured. W h ile  A L IA  mem bers are 
un like ly  to be do ing  it, som e w ork  is inher
en tly  dangerous. O n  occasions workers w ill 
be in jured  desp ite  the most thorough 
attempts by em p loyers to prevent it.

The c ritica l w ords are 'reason ab le ' and 
'foreseeab le '. For lib rary w orkers, accidents 
or injuries should be rare if an em p loyer has 
genu ine ly  attem pted to e lim ina te  the possi
b ility of their occurring. M ostly, this involves 
good housekeep ing . The risk of acc iden ts 
should be obvious if the w o rk p lace  is c lu t
tered by boxes, if books, files and other m a
terials are stacked care less ly  in corridors or 
w a lk w a y s  or cab les, cords and w ir in g  are 
a llow ed  to snake around areas of heavy traf
fic. S im ila rly , if slightly-built em p loyees are 
forced  cons is ten tly  to ca rry  ve ry  heavy  
equ ipm en t around the w o rk p lace , nobody 
should be surprised if back com p la in ts de
ve lop . Fa ilu re  to do som ething about w hat 
are c learly  foreseeab le safety risks leaves the 
em p lo ye r to ta lly  exposed to m ajo r costs if 
som ebody is in jured . Th is cou ld  in vo lve  
both w orkers com pensa tion  paym ents and 
dam ages for neg ligence.

The em p loyer duty of care covers three 
areas: safe prem ises, safe p lant and eq u ip 
ment and safe systems. In addition , it is im 
portant to em phasise  that the em p lo ye r is 
'v ica rio u s ly  liab le ' for any behaviou r by co 
workers w h ich  might constitute a risk to their 
co lleagues. The duty is ow ed  ind iv idu a lly  to 
each w orker. This means the em p loyer must 
take a cco u n t of know n  charac te ris tics  of 
each  and eve ry  m em ber of the w ork fo rce  in 
devising prevention strategies. In this respect, 
the legal concept is to the effect that em p loy 
ers 'take their w orkers as they find them '. In 
other words, if an in jury is suffered by a per
son w ith  a particu lar physica l hand icap , for 
exam ple, it w ill  be no defence to argue that 
the h an d icap  caused  the acc id en t. Courts 
w ill find that the em p loyee  w as taken on in 
the know ledge that such a hand icap  existed; 
it is therefore for the em ployer to take all rea
sonable steps to e lim inate  or m in im ise risk, 
taking the hand icap  into consideration .

In most cases, a s im p le safety audit sys
tem w ill p revent most problem s in libraries. 
This need in v o lve  little m ore than regular 
formal inspection of the w o rkp lace  by a des
ignated person. If a ll possib le  hazards are 
identified and reported in this w ay , action  to 
deal w ith  them  p rom ptly  w ill be qu ite  
straightforward. Such a system is o bv iously  
an easy  w a y  to reduce  risks, increase em 
ployee con fidence and protect the em ployer. 
As such, it is som ething that em p loyees are 
entitled to expect as a matter of course. But 
perhaps more im portantly for em ployers, it is 
s im ply good business sense.
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