
—  
Feature

16   Safety Management February 2016

Photograph. iStock/????

The supermarket price war has driven food 
prices down for the first time in a decade. 
How are food manufacturers coping with 
the pressure and what has been the impact 
on safety among their workers?

Belinda Liversedge

The cheapest 
cuts 

The good news is that last year, a 
family could buy Christmas dinner 
for five pounds less than in 2014, 
and we are all happy about that, but, 
where in the chain have those cuts 
been made?

The food and drink industry is 

the UK’s largest manufacturing 

sector, accounting for almost 16% 

of the country’s total manufacturing 

turnover. According to the Food and 

Drink Federation (FDF), there are 

6,360 manufacturing businesses; 

96% of which are micro or medium-

sized. Food is a huge and varied 

industry, spanning nearly 30 different 

sub-sectors from poultry processors 

to frozen food and edible fats 

manufacturers. It’s characterised by 

long hours, monotonous tasks and 

messy, greasy processes. Many say 

it’s not a “pretty” industry.

The figures of injury rates paint a 

picture of an equally overburdened and 

hard-working campaigning industry. 

Historically, the most significant 

achievement of the Food and Drink 

Manufacture Health and Safety Forum 

(the membership body of HSE’s food 

manufacture section, trade unions 

and others), was to reduce all injuries 

down to nearly the level of (general) 

manufacturing, its then aim when 

launching the Common Strategy 

in 1990/1. Now, however, the gulf 

between sectors is as big as it ever 

was. According to RIDDOR data for 

2013/14, injuries in food manufacture 

double that of their manufacturing 

counterparts; 1,125 injuries per 100,000 

workers in food compared with just 

525 in [general]manufacture.

Doug Russell, vice-chair of the 

Forum, explains: “What’s happened in 

the last few years is that some other 
sectors of manufacturing have got their 
act together and have adopted similar 
kind of common strategies involving the 
main sort of trade federations and the 
trade unions in those. And in sectors 
such as paper and board and print and a 
few others, they have actually managed 
to make significant improvements in 
their accident rates. 

“So, in fact, ironically, despite all the 
hard work that has gone into it, at the 
moment the accident rate for the food 
manufacturing is back up to about twice 
the average for the manufacturing.” He 
says the problem in food manufacturing 
is that there are “a lot of hazards” 
and this means risks keep resisting 
improvement. For example, he says: 
“slips and trips, if you focus on it for 
a couple of years you can make big 
improvements in a particular site and 
then people tend to think it’s dealt 
with and they sort of, the focus goes 
elsewhere and so things begin to go 
awry again.”

Adding to the complexity of the 
situation, HSE’s Health and safety 
in manufacturing in Great Britain 
report 2014/15 cited different Labour 
Force Survey statistics to show food 
manufacture injuries are “not statistically 
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prices went down for the first time 
in a decade. Analyst Clive Black, at 
Shore Capital investment group, says: 
“Discounters have caused shockwaves 
through the whole retail sector and the 
rise of the discounter is something that 
manufacturers have had to take note of 
and indeed has been an important part 
of their growth.” 

That type of narrow margin growth 
has had a knock on negative impact for 
health and safety in food manufacturing 
however. According to a health and safety 
manager who spoke to us confidentially: 
“You’ve got the price pressure. I felt 
[the company] wasn’t taking safety 
seriously enough. It’s put me off food 
manufacturing where there are a lot of 
things that can go wrong for something 
which you sell for pennies, which can 
impact on other areas, for example safety, 

significantly different” to the general 
rate in manufacturing. Nevertheless, the 
industry is looking for a new benchmark 
to measure progress. The next Common 
Strategy, currently being drafted to set 
the aims for the next five years, will likely 
have numerical targets, but even here 
there are issues. “The problem is that a 
lot of the employers in the industry are 
quite nervous about committing to a 
target because they have already made 
massive improvements,” says Doug. 
Indeed, injury rates have fallen overall 
by 60% since 1990/1 according to the 
latest Recipe for Safety, the landmark 
guide which helped reduce injuries by 
identifying the risks and giving the safety 
advice direct to employers. To measure 
how far and fast health and safety can 
be improved from here, we need to 
look at safety in the context of current 
challenges and opportunities.

The “price pressure” 
Money has always been a factor in the 
food business which lives and dies 
on its ability to keep prices low and 
costs down. It’s made up of mostly 
small businesses, which traditionally 
have fewer resources for safety and 
worker health. But it’s become more 
challenging recently; many called 
2015 a “crisis” year in food pricing as 

where safety gets sidelined.” 
The worker, a graduate when he joined a 
convenience food plant overseeing 800 
workers’ safety, said he put in orders for 
safety equipment – but was stopped. “I 
reckon it was greed, in terms of coming 
under budget so managers could earn 
their bonuses. At several morning 
meetings the general manager said to 
me, “how much have you spent on PPE? 
It would better be zero,” several times 
and he meant it.” Orders for thermal 
jackets for nightworkers were rejected: 
“He said you can’t spend £3,000 on  
this, it’s ridiculous. I could only order 
a few at a time so there weres 20 odd 
people freezing cold and I had the 
manager of those freezing people 
stressed and upset.”

Bigger is better 
But positive industry developments 
are appearing in the form of larger 
companies with more health and 
safety expertise and financial 
capability increasingly buying out 

Several times the manager said 
to me – how much have you 
spent on PPE? It would better 
be zero. Several times, and he 
meant it
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96%
of food manufacturing companies 
are micro or medium-sized
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The fatalities over the last few 
years have been very much 
people getting inside machines 
when they shouldn’t

Best intentions 
The food manufacture workforce 
is made up largely of workers with 
high levels of loyalty and longevity 
with their companies – most of the 
GMB union’s older members in food 
manufacturing have been in the factory 
since school, says GMB’s Stuart Fegan. 
Although this can create a strong team 
framework where workers look out for 
one another’s safety and wellbeing, if 
unbalanced by good management of 
health and safety, too much company 
loyalty can be dangerous.

Neil Dyson, manager for machinery 
safety at TÜV SÜD Product Service, 
reiterates it: “We tend to find people are 
trying to do their best for the company – 
I saw a classic one where the guarding 
wasn’t up to scratch, something fell off 
the conveyor and they reached into the 
moving parts of the machine. People 
have the best intentions and they’ll 
reach in and say: “I’ll grab that quickly 
before it causes problems.”

This is born out in incident reports, 
such as the worker at Nectar Patisserie, 
who according to HSE: “in order  
to keep the production going, used  
her right hand index finger to scoop  
dough out of the dough depositor 
outlet while the machine was still 
running”. The company was fined for 
failing to guard the machine properly 
and the worker losing a finger as a 
result, but it is telling when looked at in 
the context of Dyson’s observations on 
the factory floor. 

smaller companies, such as 2 Sisters 

Food Group, one of the UK’s biggest 

companies which recently bought out 

S&A Foods, a small ready meals maker. 

Doug says this is good for food safety 

because bigger companies “actually 

perform a lot better in the industry 

average because they put all their time 

and effort into safety management and 

they have got specialists doing all that 

kind of stuff”. 

IOSH’s food and drink group, which 

has over 1,000 members working in 

the food and drink manufacturing, 

bottling and canning industries and 

the catering sector, is one of the 

industry fora to discuss health and 

safety. John Boyle, the group’s chair, 

says the safety initiatives have meant 

larger companies are sharing the 

value of knowledge with smaller ones. 

“We host businesses [meetings] so 

they can demonstrate what they’ve 

done and what successes they’ve 

had; what things they’d have done 

differently and share that with others. 

So particularly smaller businesses that 

may not have the resource of some 

of the very big organisations can see 

some very good tools, and some very 

simple tools sometimes.”

John Boyle comments: “What I’d love 
to see is that people would openly 
come up to [the leaders in their 
organisation] and say that ‘I’m finding 
this difficult’, or ‘This doesn’t actually 
work the way it should do’. People will 
quite often put up with something.”

Migrant workers  
There are varying opinions on how 
far language barriers in migrant 
workers, who make up a significant 
number in the food workforce, present 
problems for safety. Dan Shears, 
safety and environment director at 
GMB, says migrant workers are long 
established: “In my experience the 
food manufacturing sector was among 
the first to employ large numbers 
of migrant workers – I’m thinking of 
employers such as Bakkavor/Katsouris 
and Noon Foods – so language 
training, translation of materials, and 
the use of visual training materials are 
well embedded.”

But safety competency can be hard to 
measure if workers’ English is poor and 
potentially a big burden for their health 
and safety managers to carry. 

The health and safety graduate 
who spoke to us anonymously found 
training his workers on machines 
unnerving: “Often it’s very physical – 
you show them how to do it and you’re 
talking to them, but the question is, 
are they understanding what you’re 
saying, are they understanding that 
this is a risk?

“There’s quite a lot of aspects 
to working a machine – cleaning it, 
maintaining it, all of which involves 
working around dangerous parts 
of the machine; trap points, nip 
points, exposure to sharp edges. 
Communicating those aspects to 
someone whose English is less than 
adequate is challenging – there’s a lot 
that I can demonstrate with my hands 
and body language but it’s quite hard 
on the test side of things to get them to 
pass correctly,” he explains.

75%
of machine injuries were because 
of guarding issues (HSE 2015)

Training for migrant workers is well embedded in some food sites Photograph: iStock/Yuri_Arcurs
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MSDs is one of the few  
areas of proactive inspections  
by HSE 

Machinery trends 
The various food sectors can be divided 
into automated and non-automated and 
it’s here that one of the biggest changes 
in the risk profile is occurring. According 
to UK Construction Activity in the Food & 
Drink Processing Industry Market Report 
– UK 2015-2019, the food industry is 
characterised by an ageing stock of 
manufacturing facilities and equipment 
while new projects are mainly focusing 
on upgrading the existing assets to 
achieve greater efficiencies. 

This is problematic because 
machines cause the highest number 
of fatalities in food manufacture – a 
quarter according to Recipe for Safety’s 
2015 edition. Food fatalities have also 
re-emerged as a risk that was tackled 
and now is back to previous levels: 
“People took their eye off the issue. The 
fatalities that have been in the industry 
over the last few years have been very 
much people getting inside machines 
when they shouldn’t. It’s resurfaced a 
bit,” says Doug. 

Speaking from his experience 
working with companies on their 
machine safety and overseeing audits, 
TÜV SÜD’s Neil says there’s a problem 
with a lack of awareness of the safety 
needs with new machines in particular, 
something that makes the industry-
wide movement to upgrade troubling. 
“One of the most critical things that 
a lot of people tend to forget is they 
must do PUWER [Provision and Use of 
Work Equipment Regulations 1998], on 
that machine, despite the fact that it’s 
brand new – that’s a massive, massive 
important part of the process.”

He also says that companies might 
know the machines need testing 
regularly, but lack the right personnel 
to do it: “The people who would do 
PUWER, which it’s in between health 
and safety and the engineering side 
– they should work hand in glove 
together….in most cases they don’t 
have an understanding of how the 
machine operates and in most cases 
it’s training.”

Another topical area of risk in 
machinery comes from CE marking; a 
notation that’s given to machines from 
the EEC that’s meant to show they’re 
safe, but: “the reality has turned out to 
be widely different from that and there 
is all sorts of stuff coming in which is 
CE marked, particularly from outside of 
Europe which doesn’t meet the basic 

safety standards,” says Doug. He adds 
that there are cultural differences to 
consider which has produced different 
attitudes to designing machines safely: 
“In Germany particularly they quite  
like making sausages by just hiking 
meat into an open topped hopper.  
[The UK] had big arguments like that 
over that kind of stuff, and there still  
is a problem.” 

But of course, typically of the 
complexity of the food manufacture 
business, automation also presents 
the greatest opportunities for injury 
reduction. HSE’s food injury rate 
comparison chart shows it’s the non-
automated, labour-intensive sectors that 
have the highest injury rates, such as 
poultry and meat-processing, compared 
with the automated sectors like edible 
fats which come out by far the lowest. 

Even here there is change. OSI 
UK, which makes beefburgers for 
McDonalds, is heavily investing in 
machinery, its Scunthorpe branch’s 
head of safety Ian Hurley explains: 
“We’ve got very little manual handling 
on site, just about everything is 
mechanised.” The company has a good 
safety record, is winner of the Sword of 
Honour (British Safety Council award) 
several years running and Ian said “the 
best thing they ever did” was ensure 
everyone did a level 2 health and safety 
course rather than just a foundation 

course. They also audit everyone on 
site including the company that comes 
in to clean the machines. 

New health priorities

Like many sectors, food manufacturing 
is also taking on the health and 
wellbeing challenge and the health 
agenda made a new appearance on 
the latest edition of Recipe for Safety 
with a section on work related stress. 
Dan Shears says that health issues 
from food’s ageing workforce will be 
the greatest challenge: “It’s difficult 
to tackle issues around stress in what 
are still primarily manual and laborious 
roles, but the reality is often 12-hour-
shifts of low variety, little control, 
limited interaction with colleagues 
and high repetition. We are only now 
beginning to understand the longer-
term impacts of this on mental and 
physical health.” 

Musculoskeletal disorders will be one 
of the few areas of proactive inspections 
HSE will do in food manufacturing, 
says Doug. The problem with these 
disorders, he says, is that much of the 
easier wins have already been made. 
“We had campaigns in 2005 and 2008; 
that’s when a lot of effort went into 
things like bringing job rotation, in the 
red-meat industry there was a lot of 
research done on the importance of 
knife sharpening so that you didn’t have 
to apply too much force.” 

John is positive about the prospects 
for the new wellbeing focus and its 
success: “It’s not just all about cost and 
efficiency. Many managers do want 
their staff to be happy, they don’t want 
to be recruiting all the time, they don’t 
want to deal with sickness and absence. 
Actually, they generally want to keep 
their staff happy.” 

How the food safety sector will 
manage with these extra challenges 
along with improving the many 
existing and reemerging concerns, 
will be seen. The bar was set high and 
it was nearly reached but, according 
to some, today food manufacturing 
is back to being the riskiest sector 
in manufacturing. The new, possibly 
numerical goal of the Forum’s next 
common strategy will be published 
early this year and will provide another 
way to measure progress. 

A Recipe for Safety:
 http://tinyurl.com/kgxokpd

Machinery accounts for a quarter of fatalities 
in food. Photograph: iStock/Martynasfoto


