Safety Audits: Does My Company Need One?
I really find it interesting how uncomfortable management, supervisors and employees get when a “Safety Audit” is mentioned. I can’t help but wonder why they feel this way. I am asked occasionally to perform safety audits for contractors, co-ops and city municipal owned electric utility systems. It is really interesting what I sometimes find. I can’t begin to discuss in this article everything that is important and needs to be covered by a local audit, but I am going to point out a few topics that come up most often when safety audits are performed.

Safety Audits should be viewed as beneficial and an affirmation of safe work practices being utilized by employees. The audit will indicate if employees are in compliance with minimum standards and following company required safety work rules. Work practices or routines should not be changed in anticipation of audits. Human nature and culture is to “clean up” for the audit. That is fine, but work practices should remain the same.  An outside safety auditor or specialists can offer suggestions or comparisons to industries or consensus standards rather than just Federal Compliance Standards. Comparing your local work practices to the rest of industry is very informing at the very least. I usually find that companies truly believe that “their way” is the correct way or the all other utility companies are performing tasks as they are. If your company has not had a safety and compliance specialist  perform an audit on the company to review work practices, written PPE Certifications, Federal Motor Carrier Safety Regulations Driver Qualification files or other required training and compliance measures, you should consider it. I would suggest you get someone knowledgeable and has credibility with employees, real life on the job experience and not ask someone to come in offer suggestions with out the experience of working in the industry.
Safety Audits, when performed correctly, will reinforce and identify training, work practices or compliance measures that are in compliance. Also, how important the audit is to mitigate the risk and liability to the company. “You don’t know what you don’t know.”  There are times when local employees can’t “see the hazard” or they just don’t know the rules. It is the “you can’t see the forest for the trees” belief. Walk by things every day and not realize something may be wrong.  It is easier for a third party to actually compare work practices to the minimum standards and identify risks.  Safety audits should not be handled as they were years ago. The local “safety person” would visit the job site or facility for an audit and stay on site until they find something wrong. Now, the safety person has “earned” their money. I certainly can remember those days. That type audit was not beneficial to company or employees. Unsafe acts or non compliance was not corrected at the time of discovery. They would write up a report or report to manager later what was observed. I always wanted to ask,” Why didn’t you correct act or compliance measure when it was discovered?” That sent a mixed message to employees, very confusing.
The scope of audit should be set up at the beginning. An opening conference with management and safety should be held to be sure all parties understand the scope and what areas are to be audited. The specific areas should be predetermined before auditor(s) is ever allowed to begin. The focus of the audit should be on the topics in the scope, but, if there are other items outside scope noted out of compliance or unsafe work habits are observed, they should be corrected immediately. A list should be kept and addressed at closing conference. The local safety person should accompany the auditor and be there to answer any questions about compliance measures or local work practices.   The best method of audits is to look for what is “right” and the items out of compliance will be identified easily. Work practices are probably the most subjective. As I have said many times in safety keynotes, “The big end of the pole goes in the ground” and “when we flip the switch, the lights come on”. Everything in between those two points can be different. The auditor has to be extremely careful when making suggestions or recommendations. The work practices and interpretations of rules by the companies in a skilled or “special industry” are usually are what are found to be at risk. Electric utilities and telecommunications workers fall into Sub Part “R” Special Industries of 29 CFR 1910.269.  Seeing a little “gray” in a black and white world is the way I refer to it. Most companies require far more that the Federal Standard (and should) and then some companies are found working energized secondary with leather gloves.

Many of these companies also are viewed to be “motor carriers” under the Federal Motor Carrier Safety Rules because many of the vehicles used in providing the services are defined as a Commercial Motor Vehicle (CMV), which is Gross Vehicle Weight Rating (GVWR) of greater than10,001 pounds.  This requires drivers to maintain a Driver’s Qualification file. If the GVWR of the CMV is greater than 26,001 pounds the driver most posses a Commercial Driver’s License (CDL).  A driver’s health card is required in both cases with the driver qualification file. The company is now required to random drug test 50% CDL drivers annually. The company must have Drug and Alcohol testing program and provide training for the drivers. All training must be documented and available for auditor’s request.   Driver’s Files are extremely difficult to keep up to date and in compliance. There is much more training required such as vehicle inspections, hours of service if the state doesn’t recognize the Federal exemption, along with other documentation from former employers, Motor Vehicle Reports and others. Employees coming and going, being transferred in and out of these positions create a challenge to keeping records up to date and drivers “Qualified”. It is very easy for drivers to be not qualified by driver’s file and companies asking and allowing them to drive CMVs. Tremendous amount of risk to company, if something happens.
There are certain required compliance topics are required in both the 29 CFR 1910 and 29 CFR 1926 industries. Record keeping, PPE and training  in particular that comes up often. These represent some of the highest risk to the employer. Record Keeping has been simplified by the new 29 CFR 1904 rules and the use of the OSHA 300 log rather than the former OSHA 200 log days. The employees are a great disadvantage if training is not provided, maintained and records available on request. The common belief is as long as “nothing ever happens”, it is “OK”. Not really, though, it is just a matter of time in this day and age before something happens.  A catastrophic event can bankrupt a small company and certainly hurt the bottom line on larger companies. The disturbing fact is that most companies don’t even realize that there is risk that has not been mitigated. An audit will identify out of compliance topics and allow a chance to correct before something does happen.
In the big scheme of things, a local audit and its findings are invaluable to a company. The small amount of expenses and time spent is a drop in the bucket to costs of what might happen if the company is found to have Willful Violations by OSHA or be negligent or non compliant with rules and regulations. If companies will take the time to perform a local audit on a regular basis, then when OSHA or the Federal DOT auditors show up on your door, the company will be ready. Also, the employees will appreciate the recognition for safe work practices or they will benefit from the corrections that the audit will offer.
