Launch of Health and Safety Charter

17 May 2004

Good Morning

I am pleased to be here today to witness the launch of the housing industry’s own health and safety charter.

This marks a significant and tangible step forward both for the industry itself and for other stakeholders in the business of providing the new homes that our customers want and indeed that our country needs.  I am pleased to see representatives here today who cover the broad spectrum of related interests including clients, suppliers and producers and, importantly, the regulators of our industry.

I am particularly pleased to welcome KEVIN MYERS of the Health and Safety Executive and would ask you, Kevin, to take back our thanks to staff at your office for their help and guidance in preparing our charter.  I would like to mention MARTIN THURGOOD particularly for his personal contribution to the document.

Kevin, you will be aware of the work of our Health and Safety Committee.  I believe that the House Builders Federation is fortunate to have such an active and professional group of Health and Safety practitioners and I have been impressed with the reports I have received about the depth and breadth of the issues they have tackled on the industry’s behalf.

The launch of this charter, this commitment to safety, could not be more timely. Last week saw the publication of a National Audit Office report on safety in construction. It did not make for encouraging reading. Although the UK’s accident rate is the second lowest in the European Union, progress to reduce still further the rate of site accidents has not progressed as quickly as hoped for. 

Three years ago the wider construction industry gave itself targets for reducing deaths and serious injuries by 40% in 2005 and 66% by 2010. So far it has achieved a 5% cut. 

We at HBF have sometimes struggled to assert ourselves as a different and separate sector from the other industries that take shelter under the construction ‘umbrella’. Latterly we have made much headway in this area, with many government agencies now regarding HBF as a consultee of ‘first resort’. But simply for us to highlight that the housebuilding sector’s record in safety is not indicative of that in the wider field of construction strikes me as approaching this critical issue in the wrong spirit.

Indeed, let us use this opportunity to take the lead, to set the benchmark for the whole construction industry to aspire to and achieve. 

We are particularly pleased that in her review of housing undersupply Kate Barker has identified HBF as the body charged with driving change in many areas, tasking HBF and its members with doing more, doing things better and delivering a quality end product to our customers.

In many areas, HBF is living up to its billing as the voice of the industry. Indeed I see the launch of the Health and Safety Charter as another big step forward for the industry, perhaps all the more rewarding in view of the fact that it addresses the safety, health and well-being of our staff, our subcontractors, our customers, visitors to our sites and the public in general.

The Charter marks a commitment.  It is a commitment given by the people here today to maintain best practice in health and safety and to improve where improvement is needed.  Moreover it is a commitment to share information, to exchange ideas and to provide a climate where good practice can flourish and conversely a commitment to identify areas for improvement and then to take the necessary steps to put things right. Importantly it is a commitment given by people who know our industry, know its particular problems and have the proper authority to act.

As I mentioned previously, it marks an opportunity for the housebuilding sector to set the standard for the whole of the construction industry.

Kevin, in the light of the objectives set out in our Charter, objectives that are set with our particular sector in mind I am very pleased to learn that the Chairman of our Committee, CHRIS TISI has been appointed to CONIAC.  Chris’s appointment will enable us to work even more closely with you, your staff and other construction health and safety professionals. This can surely only bring benefits to both of our organisations.

Turning to the Charter itself, I know that the final version before you today has been a labour of love for the health and safety committee and a very difficult labour at that! I have seen many drafts, paper and electronic communications with suggestions for amendments, inclusions and deletions.  Accordingly I am pleased to present a ‘consensus' document, which has ultimately found favour with all consultees. Kevin, I am sure that you would agree that as a first formal house building industry wide set of objectives consensus is exactly what is required.

I know that Health and Safety Committee members already have ideas about developing this charter, producing specific action plans annually to support the general objectives it contains.  This is a good first step but there is much more to be done.

Speaking, as I believe I can, for the entire house building community, I am confident that we will look back on this launch as a pivotal moment for the development of health and safety in our unique and in many ways peculiar industry.  As a CEO with ambitions and targets for my own company I am very pleased to be able to be one of the first to sign up to the very first Housing Health and Safety Charter.

