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This advice has been prepared to assist the allotment societies in the London Borough of Barnet to successfully manage their allotment sites under the Council’s self management regime.   
Managing your allotment site safely is part of managing all the risks your society faces under the Council’s self management regime.   The general approach to risk management is contained in a paper Risk Management  available on the Federation’s website at http://barnetallotments.org.uk/self-management.  But you will need to take some specific actions to ensure that the safety of the people on your site is adequate.   Why should you bother?   There are several reasons for maintaining a safe site:

· You owe a duty to everyone who visits your site not to allow it to be a danger to them.

· A serious accident leading to a large insurance payout may result in substantially increased premiums or a refusal to supply insurance cover.

· Reckless behaviour leading to serious injury may result in criminal charges.

Potential dangers on sites can be caused by plot holders (or plot holders’ guests or their children) behaving imprudently or recklessly on their own plot or elsewhere, by the society’s volunteers, or by the society’s committee or officers.   Dangers can be created by positive actions such as putting a rake on a path with the teeth uppermost, or by inaction such as failing to cut back a thorny rose encroaching onto a path.   Safety can be created by a conscious awareness of the need to think about it and apply some common sense.   There is no such thing as absolute safety but a conscientious and sensible approach can much reduce the chance of accidents.   Societies which held leases from the Council before self-management have been in charge of their own site safety for many years. 
Allotments Regeneration Initiative
The Allotments Regeneration Initiative (now part of the National Allotments Society) has published some very useful material on safety on allotment sites.   Their pack Health and Safety on Allotments: A Management Guide can be accessed on the Federation website at: http://barnetallotments.org.uk/ari-factsheets. The material is a six part information pack:

· Introductory sheet 

· 
All about risk assessments 

· Activities requiring special management 

· Allotment site hazards checklist 

· Sample allotments risk assessment form 

· Resources 

Some of this material will be useful when assessing risk as described in the Risk Management paper on the BAF website mentioned earlier. The ARI has also published a leaflet Safe Sites available at http://barnetallotments.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/ari factsheets/safesites2010.pdf
Who is at Risk?

There are four groups of people who are at risk from poor safety practice on an allotment site:
· Plot holders

· Officers and volunteers

· Other visitors – including children, delivery drivers, contractors and trespassers

· Neighbours – who might be at risk from a falling dead tree on the allotment site or a bonfire out of control 
Plot Holders

If plot holders do something dangerous on their own plot which injures themselves or someone else, they are likely to find it difficult to successfully sue the society for compensation.   If their unsafe practice injured someone else on the plot, that person is likely to have a better chance of successfully suing the society.   (This is one reason why every society must have public liability insurance).
Like the allotment society, plot holders owe a duty of care to anyone who enters onto their plot, even uninvited people.   What plot holders do on their own plots is not an entirely private matter for them alone.   The allotment society has a legal duty to keep safe everyone who visits the site.   Thus the society has a duty to monitor what plot holders do and put a stop to any dangerous practice.   
The society’s officers cannot know everything that plot holders do on their own allotments.  But a few simple rules will set the framework.   Within those rules the society can establish its right to inspect, without prior warning, plots and the contents of the huts on them.   If this is done once or twice each year, and infractions result in warning letters and follow up checks, there will soon be established a culture of safe practice and a general understanding of what is acceptable.
Officers and Volunteers

Officers, committee members and volunteers (members or others undertaking tasks on behalf of the society) are in a different category from plot holders doing things on their own plots.   When undertaking these roles plot holders are working for the society and if they are injured the society is likely to be found responsible if the matter comes to court.   This is why every society must have employers liability insurance which covers volunteers as well as employees.   Notwithstanding the existence of insurance cover, societies should take care that what people do on its behalf is safe for them and everyone else.   

Identifying Hazards
The Allotments Regeneration Initiative’s literature above lists many of the hazards encountered on allotment sites and provides guidance for dealing with them.   A key first step is to carry out a risk assessment to identify what is hazardous on your site, to assess the risks involved, and to decide how to manage those risks.  Notable risks to be alert for include:

· Fuel – Petrol for mowers and strimmers is common on allotment sites.   The quantity, location and storage method should be closely controlled.
· Machinery – Who uses and who maintains machinery, and what training is given to users are issues to address.   Mowers can be safely used by ordinary people once they have been given some simple instruction.  Strimmers are more dangerous, at least for bystanders.   Chain saws are much more dangerous to the user and the bystander and require special control with consideration of certified training, safety equipment and insurance.   Machinery owned by the society should be kept in good repair, checked over before being used, and a log should be kept of its maintenance and use.
· Gas cylinders – When a shed catches fire a gas cylinder inside it becomes a bomb.   Gas cylinders should be banned or required to be outside sheds and visible at all times.

· Electricity – Use of electricity should be controlled and residual current devices (RCDs) mandatory.
· Bees – Bees can be dangerous, especially to those who are allergic to their sting.   Before allowing bees onto an allotment site consider the location and containment of the apiary, and the training and insurance of the bee keepers.

· Water – Ponds and water tanks can pose dangers to small children and their position, design and protection should be considered carefully.
· Pressurised Equipment – Pressurised equipment connected to an allotment tap may risk contaminating the site and public water supply.   This is a serious matter and societies should be alert to the use of pressurised equipment.

· Vehicles – If vehicles are permitted on an allotment site, consider the issues of access, parking and speed control.

· Hazardous debris – Allotment holders like to accumulate useful bits and pieces such as metal pipes, sheets of glass and bricks.   These are often left propped up or lying around where someone can trip over or fall onto them.

Safety Officer
Allotment societies should consider how they will manage the process of safe practice for themselves and their plot holders.   Good practice would be to appoint a Safety Officer from amongst the committee members.   This job could be combined with the role of secretary or site manager.   In doing this there is a risk that other officers stop thinking about safety and this would be unfortunate if it went unchallenged.   Safety is every committee members’ responsibility and needs to be part of the thinking of everyone involved in running the society.   The role of Safety Officers is to take a lead, not relieve everyone else of the need to be responsible.   Their job is not only to enforce the society’s rules in the matter of safety but to educate people to understand what is required and why it is necessary.

Safety Officers would be expected to develop their own programme of issues to address and to attend any site inspections as well as making their own.   They should always produce a dated report of their  inspection findings and, as well as informing the committee, should file this together with any follow-up warning letters as permanent evidence of a safe site culture.   (This may be important in the event of an insurance claim). They might be expected to produce the occasional risk assessment for any unusual events such as an open day or school visit.
First aid box
Every allotment site should have a first aid box, not kept in a locked building but accessible at all times and clearly signposted.   With the first aid box should be an accident book in which plot holders can record the details of any accidents.   Displaying details of the location of the nearest hospital Accident and Emergency unit by the first aid box would be sensible.
First Aid kits should be bought from a reputable supplier and comply with the British Standard.   
St John Ambulance supplies a range of compliant kits and the replacement components - see
http://www.stjohnsupplies.co.uk/products/section.asp?cat=FK
Smaller allotment sites should use the Standard Small Workplace Kit and larger sites should use the Standard Medium Workplace Kit.   They cost in the range of £15-25.   It should be one person’s job (perhaps the Safety Officer) to regularly check the box and replace any used contents.
Andrew Brown, BAF Support Officer
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