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Health and Safety Leadership and 
Worker Engagement in the Ports 
Industry 
 

1. Introduction 

1.1. This document starts from the position that the reader is a director or any level of 

employee including health and safety representatives, of an organisation that works in 

the port sector.  It therefore refers to ‘you’ as the reader.  

1.2. It is assumed that your organisation already has active health and safety management 

systems in place in line with current health and safety requirements including the 

Approved Code of Practice Safety in Docks (L148) and the Safety in Ports guidance 

series. 

1.3. We, the ports industry, Unite the Union and the Health and Safety Executive (HSE), 

have jointly developed this document to share ways that can help you to foster an 

effective health and safety culture in your organisation.  It aims to: 

• Refresh your knowledge of effective health and safety leadership and worker 

engagement 

• Encourage you to reflect on your current approach 

• Challenge you to continuously improve health and safety performance in your 

organisation 

1.4. The ports sector is a mature industry which has served the UK in various forms for 

hundreds of years.  Work in ports has always had the potential to be a hazardous 

undertaking and despite some major improvements over recent years we must 

continue that improvement to ensure that we continue to control risk to a high standard. 

1.5. Each year there are a significant number of serious injuries and new cases of 

occupational ill health with the consequential personal, moral, economic and 

reputational costs to individuals, organisations and our industry. 

1.6. With a combination of heavy engineering and increasingly sophisticated logistics, like 

many, our industry generates a number of significant health and safety challenges for 

staff at all levels of seniority, contractors and visitors.  This includes putting large 

machinery and personnel in close proximity on a daily basis. We recognise that the 

diverse nature of the industry also means that the tasks facing individual ports may 

vary significantly. 

1.7. We agree that productivity cannot be sustained without effective health and safety 

leadership and engagement. 
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1.8. There are common actions which we can all take that can have a significant positive 

effect on health, safety and welfare outcomes for the industry as a whole: one of the 

most important is strong health and safety Leadership.  Health and safety is a shared 

responsibility.  Your safety culture should enable every person in your business to be 

a safety leader and the actions of each and every one of us influences the health and 

safety culture in our organisations. 

1.9. The foundation of an effective risk management system is visible, and effective 

leadership at all levels.  This can be one of the main influences on an organisation’s 

safety culture.  It can pave the way for good worker engagement, improved outcomes 

and an on-going reduction in the accidents and ill health in our industry. 

1.10. This document builds on the Institute of Directors/HSE guidance Leading Health and 

Safety at Work and the HSE Research Report Leadership and worker engagement in 

the ports industry. It sets out some of the steps that senior managers may wish to adopt 

to help them continuously develop their role as an effective health and safety leader.  

1.11. Organisations and leaders will be at different stages in the journey and will need to 

adapt this guidance to suit the circumstances of their individual businesses.  There is 

no one-size-fits-all solution.  Building an effective safety culture does not happen 

overnight.  There are however some common features of good health and safety 

leadership that are recognised as contributors to continuously improving the health and 

safety performance of your business.  

2. Visible Leadership 

2.1. The most effective leaders are well known to their colleagues in the workplace and 

engage with colleagues routinely.  

Approach Example 

be visible 

 

you can gain a degree of visibility using written 
communications; being in the workplace, setting a good 
example, listening and talking to colleagues always yields 
better results.  
 

lead by example 

 

following the correct safety procedures and discussing 
current safety challenges directly as they arise is likely to 
be more effective than writing a memo.  
 
one of the most visible and obvious things to do is to wear 
the correct PPE. 
 

be approachable 

we should all be comfortable about talking to any of our 
colleagues, contractors or visitors to nurture the 
engagement necessary to drive continuous improvement.  
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3. Felt Leadership and commitment 

3.1. As we strive to be a model industry continuously improving health and safety 

performance, we are seeking good health and safety outcomes.  You are much more 

likely to get good results if the positive effects of the leadership team are felt by your 

colleagues.  

3.2. There are many ways that colleagues could feel the effects of leadership.  Examples 

include:  

• setting high health and safety standards in the boardroom resulting in effective 

control of risks 

• providing adequate resources to manage risk  

• effective challenging of poor practices 

• fostering trust within an open and fair health and safety culture which enables and 

encourages anyone to raise concerns without fear 

• a workplace health and safety representative intervening where they see the need 

for improvement  

3.3. The most effective safety leaders have a genuine commitment to a shared vision to 

drive down accidents and ill health and are seen to be honest and sincere in the ways 

that they talk about it. Leadership credibility is easily eroded if colleagues have the 

feeling that “your heart really isn’t in it”. 

3.4. Occupational ill health can be less visible in an industry where safety hazards have a 

high profile but as we aspire to be the best, our leaders recognise the importance of 

giving health and welfare an equal status alongside safety.  

3.5. The most effective leaders ensure that health and safety is not viewed as a separate 

function but as an integral part of productivity, competitiveness and profitability and 

that health and safety risks are recognised as part of their business risks.  There are 

occasions when it is necessary to stop work for a short time to reassess a situation 

and make sure that risks are properly controlled before proceeding.  

4. Engaged leaders 

4.1. Successful engagement with both permanent and temporary colleagues is an 

important aspect of leadership.  Effective leaders will provide a range of opportunities 

for positive conversations between everyone including employees and their safety 

representatives, non-permanent employees, tenants, customers, suppliers and other 

third parties such as members of the public.    

4.2. This dialogue can take place both formally (e.g. safety committees and stakeholder 

meetings) and informally during management and safety representative walkabouts 

and should provide a genuine opportunity for all parties to contribute.   

4.3. During walkabouts leaders will look for opportunities for positive health and safety 

conversations, seeking to engage with and praise colleagues who are operating safely 
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as well as finding opportunities for improvement and intervening where required to 

support those who need further help with work practices. 

4.4. Health and safety leaders will also use a range of communication methods such as 

safety newsletters, digital media and formal reports and are able to tailor their language 

to suit the needs of the audience. 

4.5. Leaders will encourage colleagues to raise concerns and will be prepared to address 

those concerns in a timely and meaningful way. They will encourage workers and their 

safety representatives at all levels to be actively engaged in contributing to and adding 

value to risk assessments, accident investigation outcomes and lessons learned, 

equipment selection, workplace and task design and safe systems of work.   

4.6. Health and safety leaders create an environment where everyone is treated with 

respect and the relevant people are consulted if changes are proposed. If there is an 

accident it will be investigated thoroughly and systematically using an inclusive process 

which actively seeks to find and address any root causes of failures.  

4.7. By such measures leaders seek to enhance the culture of their organisation and create 

a sense of ownership where health and safety is a responsibility that is accepted and 

shared by everyone. 

4.8. By creating a culture of trust where health and safety is discussed openly, without fear, 

you will also encourage near miss reporting. This in turn allows the Board to receive 

accurate information about the performance of the company and to make effective 

decisions about risk management.  

5. Leadership Action 

5.1. Effective safety leaders always get involved and, when necessary, take positive action. 

As well as creating safety committees, leaders ensure that those committees are 

properly supported and directed with the required authority to implement decisions, 

and all committee members including safety representatives attend regularly. When 

issues are raised they get resolved in an appropriate and timely manner and there is 

transparency with regard to resolution.     

5.2. World-class leaders manage risk proactively by creating and resourcing effective risk 

assessment and control systems and they provide workers with the necessary training 

and experience that is the basis for health and safety competence.  

5.3. Effective leaders take decisive action to manage risk and where things do go wrong 

they will have emergency plans which mitigate potential harm. They will take a 

proactive role in the investigation process seeking to learn lessons and prevent a 

recurrence. 

5.4. Monitoring by going to check that your control measures are adequate and that 

colleagues are properly trained and working in the right way is critically important.  
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Good leaders will have effective mechanisms to get the necessary feedback for their 

monitoring to be successful. 

6. Commitment to Health and Safety leadership and worker engagement  

6.1. As a health and safety leader in the Ports industry you may have already made a 

personal commitment to leadership and this may already be set out in the safety policy 

or strategy for your organisation.  If you have not already made your commitment 

public, we invite you to consider doing so.  If you have already made your commitment 

public, you may wish to re-state it 

6.2. One of the key ways of demonstrating a clear commitment to visible and felt health and 

safety leadership is by developing a strategy, revised policy or charter.  This should be 

drafted in consultation with your workforce and should be specific to your organisation 

and its health and safety setting. 

6.3. The statements below are intended as examples, that could be a starting point to help 

you to shape or review the leadership strategy for your organisation.  This does not 

have to be limited to the promises and expectations of an organisation and when 

developed jointly should also include commitments from the workforce, safety 

representatives and other stakeholders.  

Example statements:  

The following list is not exhaustive and you should select and amend according to 

your need. 

Collectively we agree that we will:  

• be open and honest about health and safety and foster a shared sense of 

trust and commitment amongst our colleagues 

• provide adequate resources for health and safety 

• be prepared to have a meaningful discussion about production, health and 

safety 

• make health and safety a key item on meeting agendas 

• support employee union health and safety representatives in carrying out 

their functions and attending training 

• support representatives of employee health and safety (non-unionised) in 

carrying out their functions and attending training  

• visit the workplace regularly and engage directly with the workforce 

• be approachable, listen to concerns and create opportunities for health and 

safety conversations where we can discuss any issue in a sensible way 
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• make safety part of our everyday language, seek opportunities to praise 

colleagues for good performance and support those who need further help 

• lead by example: I will always wear my PPE, always sign in and out of the 

workplace and follow all of the safety procedures whilst I am there 

• never turn a blind eye to poor health and safety practice and always take 

effective action to put things right 

• establish and fully participate in health and safety committees and implement 

decisions promptly  

• appropriately investigate accidents and ill health and learn lessons  

• set health and safety leadership key performance indicators  

• ensure that safety is part of my assessment of the performance of my direct 

reports 

• make sure that when a colleague raises a safety concern they will always 

receive an appropriate answer and where necessary ensure that timely action 

is taken 

• create an open culture where colleagues are encouraged to report near 

misses and engage in accident investigations 

• provide appropriate health surveillance programmes to monitor the impact of 

work on health 

• take care whilst at work to ensure the safety and health of ourselves and 

anyone who may be affected by our actions 

• follow rules, procedures and regulations to ensure that health and safety is 

maintained and highlight where they are not being followed 

• make positive suggestions for the improvement of rules, procedures or 

equipment that would make the job safer 

• co-operate together to ensure that health and safety responsibilities are 

fulfilled 

• proactively engage with our safety representatives including involvement in 

risk assessments, vessel assessments, accident investigation and reviewing 

assessments and safe systems of work. 

• raise genuine concerns and report back the resolution 
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7. Monitor and Review 

7.1. Any commitment on health and safety leadership and engagement should be regularly 

monitored and reviewed in consultation with the workforce and their representatives. 

7.2. All of us should be proactive in the workplace to create a culture of mutual respect and 

trust. 
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FURTHER INFORMATION  

For further information, please contact: 

Port Skills and Safety Limited, First Floor, 30 Park Street, London SE1 9EQ  

Tel: 020 7260 1790 Fax: 020 3598 1733 Email: info@portskillsandsafety.co.uk
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