DGCST113 - Making Your Work Area Safe


INTRODUCTION

Your work performance and enjoyment may be affected by the way you have set up your workstation (desk, chair, files and equipment) and your work environment (lighting, ventilation and temperature).

Today, we will discuss the importance of having adequate lighting and ventilation and having an ergonomically designed workstation.

We need to be able to identify office hazards and understand their associated levels of risk.  By applying appropriate risk control measures we can minimise the likelihood of injury and fatigue and really get the best out of ourselves.

Lighting Quality

The first thing we will discuss is lighting in the office.


“What three things determine the quality of lighting in the office?”


The three things that determine the quality of lighting are:

· the type of lighting, such as, natural (sun) or artificial (globes, fluorescent tubes etc);

· the position of the lights; and

· the quantity of lights. 

Lighting is measured in lux (lx), using a light meter.  Generally, lux levels for routine office tasks should be in the range of 320 and 600 lx.

Some detailed tasks require higher levels of lighting (e.g. computer chip assembly requires 1600 lx), whereas walkways, corridors, archiving and change rooms only require 40 lx.


“What sort of problems can arise from poor lighting?”

Problems that can arise from poor lighting include:

· itchy and tired eyes;

· eye strain, leading to headaches; and

· slip, trip and fall hazards.


“What are some of the other factors that can effect lighting quality in the office?”

Other factors that can affect lighting quality in your office are:

· glare from reflective surfaces (e.g. computer monitor, desk top, floors, walls, mirrors and other equipment);

· shadows cast across the work you are performing;

· extreme colour contrast between work surfaces (e.g. paper and ink colours, and wall, floor and ceiling paints or coverings) ; and

· a lack of lighting maintenance.


“What can you do to maintain adequate lighting quality in your office and minimise eye strain?”

Some ways you can maintain adequate lighting quality in your office and minimise eye strain are:

· shield the source of the glare (e.g. with curtains, blinds and computer monitor filters);

· reduce or increase general lighting as needed;

· use portable lighting for intricate or detailed tasks;

· modify colour contrasts (e.g. use off-white paper, change the wall or partition colour);

· remove the cause of shadows across your work area;

· relocate your desk or change the computer monitor position;

· if you are required to wear prescription glasses for reading, then use them at all times when performing office duties;

· allow your eyes to adjust when moving into brightly or dimly lit areas;

· after 20 minutes of sustained looking at a document or computer monitor, look into the distance to allow the muscles at the back of your eyes to stretch and relax; and 

· report any faulty or flickering light source immediately.

VENTILATION

We shall now discuss the importance of adequate ventilation.


“What are the consequences of poor ventilation?”

Poor levels of ventilation can result in:

· a depletion of oxygen;

· increased humidity levels;

· air temperature changes; and

· an increase in air contaminant levels.

All of these factors can affect your work performance and may cause fatigue or illness.

Most offices have air conditioning and forced air extraction systems.  Proper maintenance of these systems ensures that air contaminants are removed, sufficient oxygen is supplied and humidity and temperature levels are maintained.  

Offices without these systems have to rely on fans and natural ventilation via open windows and doors.  If the room is stuffy, open a window every so often to replenish the oxygen levels. 

Factors affecting air quality and ventilation Rates


“What factors can affect air quality and ventilation rates in the office?”

The factors that can affect air quality and ventilation rates include:

· blocked or covered air inlets and outlets (e.g. stored materials);

· lack of maintenance of the air conditioning and forced air extraction systems (e.g. cleaning and sterilising);

· inconsistent air flow rates (e.g. a result of poor office design and badly placed partitioning);

· poor location of machinery;

· processes involving chemical use (e.g. photocopiers and laser printers); 

· unsafe use of chemicals (e.g. solvents, glues, marker pens, correction fluid and pesticides); and

· employees coming to work with a cold or flu. 


“What can you do to maintain air quality and ventilation rates?”

To maintain adequate air quality and ventilation rates and reduce the likelihood of fatigue and illness, you should:

· keep all air inlets and outlets clear of materials and equipment;

· ensure that maintenance and cleaning of the air conditioning and forced air extraction systems is conducted regularly;

· relocate or remove office partitioning that prevents adequate ventilation;

· relocate photocopiers and laser printers to an area where adequate extraction ventilation is provided;

· avoid working directly in front of, or below, air conditioning outlets;

· ensure that pest control applications are undertaken when employees are not present;

· conduct maintenance work, such as painting and carpeting, when employees are not present;

· smoke in designated external areas (which should be located well away from air intakes shafts);

· reduce air contaminant levels from chemicals by reading and following the Material Safety Data Sheet information; and

· stay home if you have an infectious illness.

Always report any discomfort or concern you may have regarding air quality and ventilation, to your supervisor. 

The information you pass on may assist your employer to improve the controls applied for air quality and ventilation.

Maintaining a safe work environment requires a team effort and vigilance by all.

Ergonomics

Now lets look at office ergonomics.

“Does anyone know what the term “ergonomics” means?”

Ergonomics is the science of fitting the job to the person.  Most office equipment is designed to be able to be adjusted to suit the individual needs of the user.  This equipment is therefore labelled ‘ergonomically designed’.

However, unless you know how to adjust the equipment to best suit your needs, you may not get any benefit from it.

Maintaining good posture while sitting at your workstation is equally as important as when you are lifting or moving something.  You need to maintain the natural curves of the spine.  That means you should:

· keep your head as upright as possible and keep your shoulders back;

· keep equipment and materials that you use a lot within close reach;

· ensure the back support of the chair fits snugly into the lower part of your back (i.e. your lumbar); 

· keep your arms parallel or leaning slightly down to the keyboard or work piece; and

· keep both of your feet on the floor or foot rest, if you have one.


“What are the consequences of having poor posture or not practising ergonomics?”

The consequences of poor posture and not practising ergonomics include:

· white finger disease (Raynaud’s phenomenon);

· tendonitis;

· tennis elbow; and

· muscle strain (e.g. arm, back, leg, shoulder, eye).

These long-term symptoms are collectively called Occupational Overuse Syndrome (OOS), formerly known as RSI.  They usually result from adopting static or unnatural postures over an extended period of time.

Injuries can also be incurred in the short term if you use sustained repetitive and over-forceful movements.


“What can you do to prevent injuries and disease affecting you at your workstation?”

You can prevent the onset of injuries and disease at your workstation by:

· adjusting aspects of your workstation to suit your needs (e.g. chair, monitor height, foot rest, document holder etc.);

· regularly checking the adjustments to your workstation equipment, especially after other people have used it;

· keeping all frequently used equipment and materials within arms reach;

· taking regular breaks or modifying your work habits (e.g. rotating your tasks from typing to photocopying);

· maintaining a good posture while performing all office tasks;

· reporting any faults with chairs and equipment;

· avoiding sudden and jerky movements;

· limiting repetitive work loads;

· reducing the weight of items to be lifted or moved at your workstation;

· warming up to your keyboard operation - don’t just jump into overdrive;

· keeping fit; and

· notifying your supervisor of any discomfort or pain.

The increased use of laptop and notebook computers requires careful attention, as these units do not always allow a good ergonomic set-up for the user.

It is suggested that they be connected to full size monitors, and set at head height, if you intend to use them extensively.

Discomfort and minor pain in muscles from keyboard operation can be easily rectified, but it relies on the early reporting of these symptoms.  You must report any concerns that you may have immediately, in order to off-set the potential for OOS.

SUMMARY

We have discussed why adequate lighting, ventilation and proper ergonomic layout of your workstation, is important to your safety and health.

In the office, many tasks require prolonged equipment use, sustained concentration and an ability to keep up with set work rates.  It should be clear to all of you that, by providing and maintaining adequate lighting, ventilation and ergonomic set up for your tasks, you are ensuring that you are maximising your productivity and potential in a safe and healthy manner.

There may be items you can’t remove, fix or relocate safely.  Immediately report any such problems to your supervisor.  

Remember, an unsafe office environment doesn’t just affect you.  It also affects your clients and visitors.
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Hand out sheet 2 – Problems arising from poor lighting in the workplace








Further References for the Supervisor
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Guidance Notes for the Prevention of OOS
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Hand out sheet 1 – Three thing that determine the quality of lighting in the office
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Hand out sheet 3 – Other factors affecting lighting quality in the office
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Hand out sheet 4 – Maintaining adequate lighting in the office
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Hand out sheet 5 – Factors affecting air quality and ventilation rates








Hand out sheet 6 – How to maintain air quality and ventilation rates
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Hand out sheet 7 – Preventing injuries and disease at your workstation
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