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What is a major incident?

• A significant event which demands a 

response beyond the routine and either 

causes, or has the potential to cause:

– multiple serious injuries

– cases of ill health (either immediate or 

delayed)

– loss of life; or

– serious disruption or extensive damage 

to property



Causes

• Accidents

• Fire or explosion

• Release of harmful substances 

• Natural events

• Malicious attacks 

• Other unforeseen events (e.g. Brexit)



Impact

• Human costs

– Fatalities/Major injuries

– Health risks including stress

– Includes workers and non-workers

• Business costs

– Costs of actions required after incident

– Reputational risks

– Lost productivity



Who is at risk?

• Workers

– Employees

– Those employed by others

• Emergency services

• Non-workers

– Members of the public

– Visitors 

• Volunteers 



Legal duties

• Aim of H&S legislation to reduce or prevent an 

incident occurring and mitigate the 

consequences if/when it does

• Not all incidents can be prevented and neither 

can all ill-health or injuries

• Employers need to take all reasonable steps to 

reduce the likelihood of an incident and any ill-

health/injury 

• The key principle in relation to an emergency is 

planning and preparedness 



Emergency procedures

• Write an emergency plan if a major incident at your 

workplace could involve risks to the public, rescuing 

employees or co-ordinating emergency services

• Ensure your workers:

– are well trained and competent 

– take part in regular and realistic practice 

– have clearly agreed, recorded and rehearsed 

plans, actions and responsibilities

• For shared workplaces you should consider co-

ordinating your emergency plans and procedures



Emergency procedures – key 

points to consider

• Consider what might happen and how to raise alarm

• Plan what to do, including how to call, inform and 

direct the emergency services

• Decide where to go to reach a place of safety or to 

get rescue equipment

• Ensure adequate emergency exits and lighting

• Nominate competent people to take control

• Plan essential actions such as emergency plant 

shutdown, isolation or making processes safe

• Ensure everyone is trained in emergency procedures



Key H&S legislation 

Management of H&S at Work Regs 1999 (Reg 8)

• In event of serious and imminent danger:

– Establish appropriate procedures

– Sufficient number of competent* persons to 

implement evacuation procedures

– Restrict access where required

– Provide adequate information about risk

– Stop work and evacuate safely

(*possessing sufficient training, experience and/or 

knowledge)



Key H&S legislation

• COSHH Regs 2002 (Reg 13)

– Emergency procedures, including first-aid 

facilities and relevant safety drills

– Provide right equipment to deal with emergency

– Ensure trained, competent staff

– Have arrangements in place to deal with waste

– Provide information on hazards to staff and others 

(including emergency services)

– Everybody needs to know your emergency plans. 

Involve safety representatives and employees



H&S Management



Plan Do Check Act

• Consider range of risks involved

• Effective management to reduce risks

• Nominate competent person/s to take control

• Test procedures

• Inform emergency responders of risks

• Escape routes, liaison with emergency services

• Train everyone in emergency procedures

• Check capability and capacity (especially in light of 

changes)



Getting the balance right

• Striking a sensible balance:

– Understand safety policy and apply practically

– Staff have clearly established roles

– Keep paperwork to a minimum

• Going beyond sensible balance:

– Adopt overly cautious approach

– Try to eliminate all risks

• Failing to reach a sensible balance:

– lack of understanding about risks and priorities

– Staff lack necessary skills, experience & training



Striking the balance



Striking the balance 

• Unique challenges which arise during Police, Fire 
and Rescue operations:

– Officers sent in where others would/should not go

– Unrealistic public expectations abound

– Additional risks may need to be created to tackle 
a particular situation

– The environment where operational duties take 
place is often not under their control

– Decisions often made in extremely dangerous, 
emotionally charged and fast moving situations



Striking the balance 

• HSWA does not require all risks be eliminated 

• In emergencies some employees may decide to put 
themselves at risk to protect members of the public 

• However, they should act sensibly and responsibly 
SFAIRP not recklessly endanger themselves or others

• In these rare circumstances the service would not be 
considered to have breached HSWA

• Not in public interest to take action against individuals

• Some individuals may choose not to put themselves at 

unreasonable risk



Striking the balance 

What we expect:

• Sensible H&S management systems in place 

which are robust and, proportionate 

• Effective identification and assessment of 

significant risks

• Effectively implemented safe systems of work

• Appropriate control measures, equipment and 

training regimes



Volunteers and HSWA

• Legislation doesn’t generally apply to 

someone who is not an employer, self-

employed or an employee

• HSWA applies if any organisation 

(including a voluntary organisation) has at 

least one employee

• HSWA requires employers to protect 

people other than those at work (e.g. 

members of the public, volunteers etc)



Volunteers and HSWA

Key H&S legislation:

• HSWA Section 3 – where volunteer works 

for an ‘employer’

• HSWA Section 4 – where non-domestic 

premises, plant and equipment provided 

for use by non-employees



Types of volunteer 

• Types of volunteer: 

– Formal

– Informal

– Spontaneous

• Volunteer roles in an emergency:

– First responders

– Aid and support agencies

– MOPs providing help and support 



Spontaneous volunteers

Revised guidance published June 

2019. Covers:

• Setting a policy re: volunteers

• Volunteer Reception Centre

• Roles & responsibilities 

• Volunteer registration

• Tasking

• Communications



Spontaneous volunteers – key 

points

Key points for your plan to consider:

• Clear, consistent and timely communications with 

volunteers and emergency responders

• Clarity on roles for managing volunteers

• Develop framework for selecting/registering volunteers

• Procedures for briefing/debriefing volunteers

• Capability and capacity of volunteers

• Setting up Volunteer Reception Centres



Key roles and responsibilities

• Spontaneous Volunteer Coordinator:

– Ideally with emergency planning knowledge

– Provides link with other agencies and supervisors

– Assess, task and deploy volunteers

• Volunteer assessment staff:

– Register and select suitable volunteers

– Should be trained and experienced in process

• Task Supervisor:

– Oversee operations on site and safe working

– Conducts risk assessments of tasks and suitability



Other factors to consider

• Registration process

• Data protection (DPA, GDPR)

• Insurance and liability (ELCI and PLI)

– Check with your insurance provider

– Keep records of names, deployment and tasks –

insurance will not cover those who ‘self-deploy’

• Awareness briefing

– Should cover risks and how to avoid them

• Safeguarding 



Tasking volunteers

Key factors to consider:

• Effective monitoring and supervision

• Keep records of volunteers’ deployment

• Match the capability of volunteer to task

• Welfare of volunteers (appropriate clothing, phones etc)

• Provide appropriate equipment and training 

• Nature of risks they may be exposed to

• Withdraw and/or redeploy where required

• Effective debriefing



Further information

• Managing volunteers HSE web pages: 

www.hse.gov.uk/voluntary/index.htm

• Striking the balance between H&S and operational duties

- Police: www.hse.gov.uk/services/police/assets/docs/duties.pdf

- Fire: www.hse.gov.uk/services/fire/duties.pdf

• Sensible risk management:

www.hse.gov.uk/risk/principles.htm

• Planning the coordination of spontaneous volunteers in 

an emergency (Gov.uk):

www.gov.uk/government/publications/planning-the-

coordination-of-spontaneous-volunteers

http://www.hse.gov.uk/voluntary/index.htm
http://www.hse.gov.uk/services/police/assets/docs/duties.pdf
http://www.hse.gov.uk/services/fire/duties.pdf
http://www.hse.gov.uk/risk/principles.htm
http://www.gov.uk/government/publications/planning-the-coordination-of-spontaneous-volunteers
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Thank you

Any Questions?


