MPs Push To Make Worker Safety A Boardroom Priority

T&G Press Release

Senior Labour backbenchers and former ministers are backing a private member's bill sponsored by Jarrow MP Stephen Hepburn which would see company directors held to account for negligent health and safety practices that cause injuries or fatalities. The support comes as Stephen Hepburn MP - who came third in this session's private members ballot - announces his promotion of the Health and Safety (Directors Duties) Bill, which seeks to introduce positive health and safety obligations on company directors. 

Campaigners - including the T&G and UCATT unions who back the Bill - believe that such a positive duty is the only way to reduce the workplace death and accident toll which, in the last year alone, saw 235 workers killed at work and over 30,000 workers suffer major injuries. In this year’s Queen’s Speech, the government pledged to amend the law on corporate manslaughter, fulfilling a long-standing commitment to improve the law. While campaigners welcomed the government’s move as an acknowledgement that the current law is failing to protect workers and the public, there are concerns that the proposed changes will have little impact unless individual directors are required by law to answer for their company’s health and safety practices. 

Backing for the Bill is strong and growing. Among Parliamentarians it has cross-party support including from former ministers Nick Brown MP, Frank Dobson MP, Ross Cranston MP QC and Michael Meacher as well as Tony Baldry (Tory MP for Banbury) and Dr Jenny Tonge (Lib Dem MP for Richmond Park). In addition, the Centre for Corporate Accountability, the TUC and the Simon Jones Memorial Campaign have also backed the campaign to ensure the UK’s boardrooms embrace a responsibility culture. The latest report from the Work and Pensions Select Committee also states that statutory health and safety duties for company directors would have a positive impact on the current levels of preventable workplace deaths and injuries.

Stephen Hepburn MP, who today placed an Early Day Motion in Parliament on the subject, said: "This Bill is about an issue which touches every constituency in the land. It cannot be right that people go out to work in the morning and do not come home again yet their family and friends must grieve without hope of justice being done. This Bill seeks to challenge this. It seeks to make the safety of workers and the public alike a priority for British boardrooms."

In November 2004, 11 workers were killed in construction alone. According to the Health and Safety Executive, 70 per cent of workplace fatalities are the result of management failures but while UK law imposes health and safety obligations on employees and members of the public, it places no similar obligations on company directors. Currently, health and safety direction to directors comes from voluntary guidance from the HSC which provides no incentives and carries no penalties. There have only been six successful prosecutions for corporate manslaughter in the past ten years, and all have been of small companies.

Tony Woodley, T&G General Secretary, said "Labour gave its support to directors' duties eight years ago. Workers and their families should not have to wait a day longer for the law to be 
reformed. Giving directors health and safety responsibility will not only make prosecution easier but actually play a role in preventing the causes of death and major injury."

Alan Ritchie, UCATT General Secretary, said “No industrial sector has suffered as great a loss of life as the construction industry, but year after year the negligence of those directly responsible has gone unpunished. The carried of this bill will bring about an overnight change of culture in workplace health and safety, not only in construction but right across all industrial sectors'/

The Health & Safety (Directors' Duties) Bill would place a general duty on all company directors and for large companies to appoint a director at board level to be responsible for health and safety. Under the new bill, companies would face not just fines but the prospect of custodial sentences for directors where serious health and safety breaches or negligence has resulted in death. Campaigners say that the system of fines is failing victims.


