SPOTLIGHT ON SAFETY

Safety for loneworkers

by Gene Shematek, CIH, ROH, MSc(A)
Occupational Health and Safety Consultant to CSMLS

recent article in the New
Y ork Times described a situ-
ation inwhich asupervisor of

a hospital was killed by as-
phyxiation while working alone in a
trailer outsidethe hospital. Apparently,
aliquid nitrogen tank valve was|eaking
to the extent that oxygen in the room
wasdisplaced with nitrogen. Whilethis
was not a laboratory incident, it has
stimulated discussion once again about
the dangers and precautions necessary
for those people who work alone.

In Alberta, the murder of aconvenience
store employee who wasworking alone
late one evening instigated Alberta
Workplace Health & Safety to develop
a regulation regarding working alone,
as well as a set of guidelines to assist
employers who have lone workers.

Definition

Working alone usually impliesworking
without close or direct supervision.
Lone workers do not have visual or au-
dible contact with another person who
can provide or call for assistancein the
event of accident or illness.

When should a person not
work alone?

Ideally, itisnot advisableto have work-
erswork alone. However, there are nu-
merous cases when workers are
required to work alone. The essential
determining factor should be arisk as-
sessment for the tasks that the lone
worker isrequired to perform.

Performing a risk
assessment

Identify the equipment a worker is ex-
pected to use, and determine if the
equipment can be handled by one per-
son. ldentify the chemicals and other
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agents to which the worker may be ex-
posed, and determine if working alone
may pose a higher risk of exposure.
Identify if thereisthe potential for vio-
lence, and determine what deterrents
arein place. ldentify any workers who
aremedically unfit to work alone dueto
added stresseswhich may beimposedin
emergency Situations. To ensure due
diligence and comply with various
working alone regulations, ensure that
the risk assessment is written.

Develop and implement
controls

1. Ensure safe access and exit for the
worker. Some laboratory doors may be
locked off-hours; if thisisthe case, en-
sure that the worker knows all possible
emergency exits.

2. Provide a communication system for
the worker to use in the event of an
emergency Situation. Thismay involve
scheduled “check-ins” with aworker in
another area, or by security personnel.
It may involve a panic button to sum-
mon help quickly. There are also auto-
matic warning devices available with
built-in motion detectors that are pro-
grammed to summon assistance when
there is no movement for a period of
time.

3. In laboratories, ensure that workers
always utilize all required personal pro-
tective equipment, and that all emer-
gency response and first aid equipment
is available and functioning.

4. Where possible, redesign thework so
that higher risk activities are performed
during the day, when greater numbers
of workers are present.

5. In isolated areas where visits from
unwel come persons may occur, attempt
to limit access.

6. Train all workerswho arerequired to
work alone to avoid panic reactionsin
emergency situations. Ensure that lone
workers understand risks and apply all
available precautions. Inform workers
of circumstanceswhen they should stop
work and seek additional advice. Pro-
vide training on handling aggression
wherever thismay beanidentifiedrisk.

7. Document all aspects of your system
for controlling risks for employees
working alone, and ensure that all staff
who may be expected to work alone are
familiar with your control program.

Many laboratoriesrequire employeesto
work alone at times — either in an iso-
lated laboratory or in amain laboratory
off-hours. Sometimeson-call technolo-
gistsenter the laboratory for aperiod of
time to perform required diagnostic
tests when the laboratory is officially
closed. In any of these situations, it is
advisable (and often required) to have a
hazard control plan established and well
communicated. Controlling therisksis
critical to ensuring the safety of lone
workers.

Check provincial legidlation for spe-
cific details on safety requirements for

lone workers.
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