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The facts
The ‘Big Build’ construction of the
Olympic Park and Athletes’ Village for
the London 2012 games began in
2008. This three-year project involved
creating major venues, such as the
Olympic Stadium and Aquatic Centre,
as well as extensive infrastructure
development and the landscaping of
new parklands. Around 46,000 people
worked on the Park and Village over
the lifetime of the project. 

The initiative 
Former IOSH President Lawrence
Waterman is the Head of Health and
Safety at the Olympic Delivery Authority
(ODA), the public body responsible for
the development and building of the
new venues and infrastructure for the
Olympic Games, and for their use after
2012. He said: “From the beginning of
our programme we set health and safety
as our top priority. To prevent ill-health
among the Olympic workforce we
introduced a ‘health like safety’ approach
on-site. This involved having a team of
occupational hygienists available on the
site to ensure that workplace health
management was prioritised in the same
way as safety.”

The occupational hygienists provided
strategies to prevent work-related ill-
health. They attended all senior team
health and safety meetings, to help
ensure that all site initiatives considered
how to protect worker health. They
also provided occupational hygiene
support on-site so that all design work,
method statements and risk
assessments focused on eliminating and
reducing health risks in the workplace.

The service was free to all contractors,
managers and workers on-site, and
received a very positive reaction. The
service has won a number of awards
recognising its achievements –
including the Wilf Howe Award from
the Faculty of Occupational Health in
recognition of occupational health
good practice, and the Astor Trophy
awarded by the Royal Society for the
Prevention of Accidents for the
organisation with the best-managed
occupational health programme.

Lawrence added: “When comparing
with the construction industry average,
having the occupational hygiene team
on-site was extremely beneficial, as we
managed to reduce the exposure to
occupational health risks during the
Olympic build by as much as two thirds.
An on-site team can help to reduce the
likelihood of unforeseen risks emerging
and provide cost-effective solutions
when they do. This can be extremely
important in keeping projects on track
in terms of timetable and budgets.” 

The savings
The ODA invested £350,000 a year to
have the occupational hygiene team at
the Olympic Park. The findings from
research commissioned by the ODA and
undertaken by the Institute for
Employment Studies (IES) showed that
by minimising exposure to health risks,
and thereby reducing the cost of
sickness absence, the project has
potentially saved an estimated 
£7 million over three years.

The occupational hygiene team
managed to achieve cost savings by, for
example, identifying potential
methacrylate exposure and introducing
a simple, but effective, control regime.
This saved one contractor an estimated
£20,000. The hygiene team’s ability to
offer immediate access to tailored
asbestos awareness training saved
another contractor an estimated
£656,000 as its large workforce was
able to return to work quickly, following
site closure after the identification of
materials containing asbestos.

Lawrence concluded: “The IES research
proves that not only is this initiative the
right thing to do, but it has also saved
an enormous amount of money. Good
occupational health is obviously a good
investment.”  
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