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IT COULD BE A MATTER 
OF LIFE OR DEATH 
Chris Brain FRICS, Property Training & Standards Manager at CIPFA, 
explains how training and development is critical to keeping people safe 
on school premises.

A key aspect of school estate management is premises-
compliance-related activity. Whether serving on a 
board, occupying a senior management position or 
having accountability for day-to-day premises facilities 
management, everyone has some responsibility for 
premises compliance. However, not everyone recognises 
their individual and collective responsibilities until it is 
too late, often not helped by a lack of training for those 
who need it. 

Imagine a scenario where you, as a school business 
professional, are advised by one of the teachers, or 
maybe by the school caretaker or one of the students, 
about a premises defect. You might investigate it 
yourself in the first instance to see what the issue really 
is and whether the defect has been properly described, 
but having seen the defect for yourself, what do you  
do next? Would you:
• report it upwards for someone else to decide  

what to do?
• ask your caretaker to undertake a repair?
• call in specialist help?

Which would be the most appropriate response? 
Naturally, that would depend on what the defect is and 
the risk it might pose to either the continued operation 
of the school or the safety of staff, pupils or visitors.  
It might also depend on the age and construction type  
of the buildings.

To know what the appropriate response would be, you 
need the right combination of experience and training. 
Experience is, of course, very important, because you 

may have seen a defect like this before, and you are able 
to draw upon that when deciding what to do this time 
around. However, you are unlikely to have experience in 
every possible scenario that could occur, so alongside 
experience you need knowledge and awareness gained 
from training. Training prepares you to deal with 
scenarios through the experience of someone else.

So in our aforementioned scenario, what if the  
defect was:
• a broken, disturbed or fallen tile in a suspended ceiling
• a faulty vehicle entrance barrier stuck in the  

open position
• rusty cast-iron railings along the school boundary
• a split tree branch
• a rotten wooden flag pole
• a rusty cast-iron external fire escape
• a lift stuck between floors
• a rotten tree trunk that has a swing suspended from it
• a broken handrail at the outdoor sports changing rooms
• a collapsed ceiling that has previously been Artexed, or
• fallen building masonry?

If you don’t know what an appropriate response might 
be for each of these defects, it could be that you urgently 
need some training, because most of these scenarios 
represent recent Health & Safety Executive (HSE) 
prosecutions.1 In cases such as these, the people involved 
opted for the wrong response, resulting in fatalities and 
severe injuries.

Alongside these scenarios, which relate to a premises 
defect of some kind, there are a significant number of  
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other HSE prosecution cases that have arisen owing to 
building or site works, or overseeing contractors.  
These include:
• conversion of an old boiler house into school storage
• installation of new double glazing
• contractors clearing leaves from building guttering
• caretaker falling from a stepladder
• vehicles on school grounds
• a child losing fingertips in the school gate, and
• a parent injured in the school playground by  

a falling sign.
Scenarios such as these can result in hefty fines – 
impacting the bottom line of the organisation. In the last 
case alone, compensation of £45,000 was paid. Clearly, 
cutting back or not undertaking training on premises 
compliance is a false economy. However, money is not 
the most important aspect. The fatalities and severe 
injuries involved in these scenarios cannot be taken 
lightly and nor should the responsibilities of individuals 
to keep people safe.

As a school business professional, you could be 
said to be in the frontline, but it would be a mistake to 
believe that you are alone, because you are not. School 
operatives, head teachers and even school governors 
or board members could equally be complicit if they are 
not fulfilling their responsibilities, either through a lack 
of training, through failure to ensure others are trained, 
or through other deliberate or negligent acts that lead to 
fatality or injury. 

Ignorance is no defence in the case of an  
HSE prosecution. 

“Ignorance is no defence in the 
case of an HSE prosecution.”

Top Tips:
1 Ensure everyone making decisions around 

premises matters on your school site 
understands their role in keeping people safe.

2 Make sure everyone is trained to know how 
to respond in a range of potential health and 
safety scenarios.

3 Keep abreast of HSE prosecutions, and ask 
yourself “could this happen in my school?”.

1 http://playinspections.co.uk/news/
tragic-school-playground-accident-
and-prosecutionInfo

Training date
ISBL has collaborated with CIPFA to deliver two half-day courses on an 
Introduction to School Estate Management and an Introduction to Managing 
School Building Compliance. They will be held on 4 and 10 December 2019 
at CIPFA’s Education & Training Centre in London.  
Please contact training@isbl.org.uk or book your place at  
isbl.org.uk/Events.aspx


