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Mike Cosman: still enthusiasticabouthiealtiy &s;}

after nearly 42 years in thefields

THE NOSY
IAGNOSTICIAN

PETER BATEMAN caught up with Mike Cosman, who in November will

receive a lifetime achievement award for his work on the In

Taskforce and the forestry review, among many other achievements.

YOU JOINED THE UK’S HEALTH
AND SAFETY EXECUTIVE IN
JANUARY 1979 AGED 21 AND WERE
WITH THEM FOR 25 YEARS. HOW
DOES THE HSE’S APPROACH
DIFFER FROM WORKSAFE'S?
From the 1970s, even before I started,
the HSE had a series of industry sector
groups, which is the kind of approach
now being recognised here, with
supporting FISC and CHASNZ and the
like.

At the HSE there were tripartite
groups across the key sectors to offer
strategic direction for industry. They
made sure guidance developed for a
sector was done with and not to that
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sector. The regulator had people who
spent the time getting to know a sector’s
needs.

WorkSafe isn’t a clone of the HSE
but some of the things it is trying to
do at sector level are a well trodden
path. I’d say the big difference is
around professionalism and the level of
investment made in the people fulfilling
those roles.

DOES THAT COME DOWN TO THE
SIMPLE MATTER OF PAY?

No. Pay is a consequence of how

much you invest in people. The HSE
inspectorate has graduate entry, you
get a formal H&S qualification, you

dependent

get formal qualifications on being a
regulator, CPD and gaining professional
accreditation is strongly encouraged. So
you were recognised not just as being

a regulator but as a health and safety
professional working in a regulatory role.

At WorkSafe, there is still an element
of employing people as regulators who
happen to be working in H&S.

At the HSE, the career model was
once you were there, you stayed. Low
turnover. As opposed to here, where you
get a lot of movement from industry
into the regulator, not staying long, then
moving back to industry.

If the private market values H&S
skills higher than the regulator does,
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I'VE NEVER SUFFERED FROM PTSD
BUT THAT WAS THE ONE THAT USED T0
GET ME, JUST CATCH YOU UNAWARES

WITH A FLASHBACK.

then the advantages of working in the
public sector - such as job security ~ are
outweighed.

DOES AN INSPECTOR NEED WORK
EXPERIENCE IN A SECTOR TO
OPERATE SUCCESSFULLY?

No. That’s a misnomer, that you need
practical experience to be effective. That
approach leads you into a technocratic
approach to regulation - dealing with
symptoms rather than looking at

the level of system and culture and
motivation.

A simple example is that we know
you don’t solve problems in construction
by serving prohibition notices for dodgy
scaffolds. That’s just a sticking plaster.
You solve problems in construction
by ensuring the professionals in the
industry - architects, project managers,
quantity surveyors, engineers - have
a good understanding of their role in
designing and managing safe projects.

Going to talk to a group of architects
about how they embed H&S into their
design process, or going to the university
to talk to civil engineering students
about how something will be built and
operated and maintained safely - that’s
a completely different skill set.

Taking it a higher level, it’s around
procurement and the role of clients, who
set the tone around their expectations
of the thing being built and how the
downstream parties will operate.

1f WorkSafe is going to get involved
with officers, that’s what worries me,
because it is a different conversation
requiring a different mindset.

LOOKING BACK, WHAT WAS

THE MOST DISTRESSING
INCIDENT YOU ATTENDED AS AN
INSPECTOR?

It was a quadruple fatality at the
Avonmouth bridge on the M5, just
outside Bristol, in 1999. I'd had a
meeting that morning with the assistant

chief constable of Avon and Somerset
police and was half a mile down the road
when my pager went off. So I was on
site within an hour of the incident. The
bodies were still there.

They’d been working on the gantry
beneath the bridge. They were replacing
the rails on which the gantry was
hanging. They’d removed a section of
the rails but failed to properly secure the
brakes on the gantry. When the wind
picked up it blew the end of the gantry
off the rails and the four men fell into
the river. The tide was out so they died
from the fall, not drowning.

It was a major incident involving
all the emergency services because the
gantry was left hanging from two of its
supports over the work compound where
there was a sizeable store of flammable
gases, and it was on the busiest part
of the motorway to the south-west
of England, which had to be partially
closed.

So that was the one. I've never
suffered from PTSD but that was the
one that used to get me, just catch
you unawares with a flashback. Even
just talking about it now it triggers a
memory. And in those days we had no
training about PTSD, so you’d regularly
see gruesome police photos and
send 20-something inspectors out to
investigate a fatality on their own.

PHIL PARKES HAS ADOPTED
‘BETTER WORK’ AS A BETTER
WAY OF ENGAGING WITH PEOPLE
THAN ALWAYS TALKING DIRECTLY
ABOUT HEALTH & SAFETY. YOUR
THOUGHTS?
There is an advantage in taking the
holistic view. If your conversation is only
about health and safety then sometimes
the payoff is hard to justify; you have to
revert to your regulatory tools in order
to say, ‘I don’t care if you agree with me,
P'm just telling you to do it’.

Poor H&S is usually a product of
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other deficiencies: poor design, poor
infrastructure, poor supervision. 1f you
address the broader issue there might be
some payback to the organisation which
creates better work, better productivity,
better H&S; so improved health & safety
is an outcome rather than the only
reason.

An organisation I worked with
recently didn’t have a robust asset
management system. They had no way
to demonstrate their assets were being
inspected, maintained and certified.
Stuff was always breaking down, they
couldn’t get the parts, there was a lot
of downtime. We suggested: you need
to get ahead of the game, you need to
invest in an asset management and
maintenance programme which will
improve productivity, reduce downtime,
and will demonstrate your equipment is
fit for purpose in all elements important
to you: quality, reliability, safety.

So that’s the mindset that is needed:
what is the underlying system issue? And
if we could solve it, what would be the
benefits to the organisation which helps
to build a compelling case to act?

The challenge for WorkSafe in
adopting ‘Better work’, again, is around
its investment in people to enable them
to adopt that mindset. By chance, in my
original degree one of my papers was
in industrial psychology. Out of all the
things I studied, apart from maybe law,
that was the most valuable. I learned
that organisations are social entities with
cultures and values and subcultures and
even countervailing cultures, and that
unless you understand these you won’t
achieve sustainable change.

A LOT OF PEOPLE HAVE
CLIMBED ABOARD THE SAFETY-II
BANDWAGON. ARE YOU ONE OF
THEM?

1 dislike labels. I prefer Drew Rae’s
distinction between the safety of work
and the work of safety. Too many of
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our colleagues are overly focused on
bureaucracy and form-filling. When
you ask them why they are doing this,
they answer because you have to, rather
than because they can demonstrate itis
making a difference.

We have to acknowledge the
inherent inefficiency and bureaucracy
that safety can create, and then seek a
different approach, which is more one
of understanding rather than telling.
It’s about constantly evaluating what is
working and what isn’t. It’s about co-
design with workers, rather than doing
things to workers.

You say to workers, this is what we
need to achieve, what is the best way
of doing it? And provide some evidence
that it has been done. With tablets and
phones, documenting what has been
done can be minimally intrusive.

YOU WERE A MEMBER OF THE
TASKFORCE WHICH INFLUENCED
THE CREATION OF THE HSW ACT
AND WORKSAFE. THE ACT IS UP
FOR REVIEW NEXT YEAR. WHAT
WOULD YOU CHANGE?

I'would ask, not does the law need
changing, but how do we implement all
of the Taskforce’s recommendations?
Such as completing the reform of the
regulations. That was a criticism of

the 1992 HSE Act, that the regulations
had not been fully implemented! More
recently there was ‘Tranche 1’ and
‘Tranche 2 of the regulations to be

YOU DON'T SOLVE PROBLEMS IN
CONSTRUCTION BY SERVING PROHIBITION
NOTICES FOR DODGY SCAFFOLDS. THAT’'S
JUST A STICKING PLASTER.

reformed and it was supposed to be
finished in 2017, but where has it gone?

With the Act itself, the only thing I’'d
consider changing would be to address
an issue the Taskforce was asked to
consider, namely industrial/corporate
manslaughter. We came out firmly
against there being a separate offence.
But to the extent there is a public mood
for this, what I would do is introduce a
new penalty regime under the existing
HSW Act. It would include death in the
charge and would acknowledge that
actions/inactions led to the death, and
would have increased penalties if need
be. It would still fit into the one act, one
regulator model.

THINGS LIKE WORKPLACE
BULLYING AND HARASSMENT
WOULDN'T HAVE FEATURED WHEN
YOU STARTED OUT AS AN HSE
INSPECTOR. HOW SHOULD THEY
BE HANDLED?
There’s no doubt that psychosocial harm
is a massive workplace issue. Like fatigue,
or impairment by drugs and alcohol, it
doesn’t exist solely in the workplace, but
potentially the workplace has the greatest
opportunity for influence.

So there are two separate questions.
Is bullying and harassment a workplace
HA&S issue? Yes. Is a regulator like
WorkSafe and its potential to prosecute
the best way of resolving these
problems? Probably not. But if not
WorkSafe, who?

AFTER MORE THAN 40 YEARS IN
H&S, WHAT GETS YOU OUT OF
BED EACH MORNING?

I'still enjoy the challenge. I see myself
as a diagnostician. Every organisation is
different: different culture, different risk,
different people. I have to come in and
quickly form an opinion about what the
issues are and how best to tackle them.
Also, I'm nosy and I still get complex
issues I’ve never tackled before, like the
safety of kayakers near a hydroelectric
Ppower station just the other week.

I HEARD YOU HAD A VERY BRIEF
MUSICAL CAREER IN YOUR
YOUTH. IS IT TRUE?

1 did. The others in the group were
musicians. I used to be their roadie.
We hired a studio for a day to do some
covers. We produced a record and John
Peel played it. It was appalling, one

of those things that was so bad it was
good. I don’t have a musical bone in
my body. I don’t play any instrument.
My saxophone solo was something to
behold. Better remembered than re-
lived.

THE ALL BLACKS AND PLAYING
ENGLAND AT TWICKENHAM.
WHO DO YOU SUPPORT?

All Blacks! I’ve pretty much cut my
ties with the UK, apart from some
people. And it’s the people rather
than the fact they are British. 'm
firmly rooted here. | ]
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