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Control of Substances Hazardous to Health (COSHH) 

Introduction 

This Guidance Note gives practical information about COSHH. 

A completed sample template has been included in Appendix 1 and a blank template in 
Appendix 2. If you wish to use the template in Appendix 2 to construct your own 
documents, you must ensure that all references to Alcumus SafeContractor Certification 
have been removed and the final documents are clearly incorporated into your 
existing safety management system. 

Legal Obligations 

The Control of Substances Hazardous to Health Regulations 2002 (COSHH) (as amended) 
provides the main legislative framework for the control of hazardous substances in the 
workplace. Legionella bacteria (which causes Legionnaires’ disease) is covered by these 
regulations, and has its own approved code of practice.  

Hazardous substances can take many forms including; 
 Substances used directly at work for example cleaning substances, paints, solvents,

adhesives etc.
 Substances generated during work activities e.g. fumes or dust produces through

work
 Naturally occurring substances; flour, grain dust, anthrax etc.
 Biological agents such as bacteria.

Control is important, as some substances do not have immediate affects e.g. symptoms of 
exposure to silica may not occur until twenty to fifty years after exposure.  

COSHH sets out, in broad and general terms, the measures needed to prevent or adequately 
control exposure to hazardous substances in virtually every place of work. The definition of 
hazardous substances includes:  

 Substances with a safety data sheet under REACH (Registration, Evaluation,
Authorisation & restriction of Chemicals)

 Substances assigned Workplace Exposure Limits (contained in Health and Safety
Executive Guidance Note EH40, updates to which are available on the HSE website)

 Biological agents that are used for, or produced as, part of a work activity
 Dusts, and any substance that could pose a hazard to health in the working

environment.
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To make it easier any substance displaying one of the following symbols will require an 
assessment  

Acute toxicity, Very toxic (fatal), Toxic Gases under pressure 

Harmful skin irritation Flammable gases, flammable liquids, 
flammable solids etc. 

Explosive, self-reactive, organic peroxide Harmful to the environment 

Oxidising gases, liquids and solids Corrosive  
(causes severe skin burns and eye damage) 

Respiratory sensitiser, mutagen, carcinogen, reproductive toxicity, systemic target toxicity 
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You may find the older orange and black warning symbols are still used on some substances 
(these will be phased out by 2015). Examples of this older style symbol can be seen below: 

(These symbols are only relevant to specific substances for example adhesives, further 
advice is required for substances generated during a work process, naturally occurring 
substances and biological agents). 

Assessments 

The COSHH regulations require you the employer (including the self-employed) to carry out 
an assessment of the substances used. There are 8 steps that need to be followed:  

Step one 

Assess the risk to health from the substances either being used or created. 
The assessment must take into account:  

 Hazardous properties of the substance.
 Information on the health effects provided by the supplier (look for safety data

sheet).
 The level, type and duration of the exposure.
 The circumstances of the work.
 Activities (e.g. maintenance) which may increase the potential for exposure.
 Exposure limits.
 Effects of control measures.
 Results of monitoring.
 Possible combinations of substances increasing the risks.
 The approved classification of any biological agent.
 Any additional information the employer may need.

Unless quantities of hazardous substances used are deemed to be so low that there is only a 
slight risk to the health of employees, the employer must ensure that they have 
arrangements in place to deal with accidents, incidents and emergencies.  
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This may include the provision of additional first aid facilities and safety drills. 

The information concerning these arrangements must be readily available and displayed if 
necessary, together with the provision of suitable warning and communication systems.  

Should an incident then occur, the employer must then take immediate steps to restore the 
situation to normal and control the effects that led to the incident.        

Step two 

Decide what precautions are needed - You must not allow work to be carried out where 
hazardous substances are involved, without considering the risks and putting precautionary 
measures in place to protect employees and others who may be effected by the work.  

Step three 

Prevent or adequately control exposure- There is a hierarchy of control measures that 
should be applied to hazardous substances, which is shown below in descending order of 
priority:  

 Elimination of the hazardous substance at source
 Substitute the substance for a less hazardous alternative
 Enclosure of the process
 Use plant or processes which minimise the production of the hazardous substance
 Partial enclosure, supplemented with the use of engineering controls
 Use of engineering controls
 Increasing general ventilation
 Removal of persons from the hazard
 Limit the time persons are exposed to the hazardous substances (e.g. use a system

of task rotation)
 Increased hygiene procedures (cleaning of contamination)
 Provision of information, instruction and training
 Provision of Personal Protective Equipment.

Step four 

Ensure the control measures are maintained and used properly and that the safety 
procedures are followed.  

All control measures have to be maintained to ensure that they are still effective. If not 
otherwise specified, the measures taken should include visual checks and examinations as 
prescribed by the manufacturer.  

There is a legal requirement to ensure that all LEV plant is thoroughly examined and tested 
at least once in every 14 months. There is also a requirement to ensure that RPE is 
thoroughly examined at least once a month, this requirement does not apply to single use 
disposable respirators.  
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Step five 

Monitor exposures. 

Measure the concentration of hazardous substances in the air breathed in by workers where 
your assessment concludes that: 

 There could be serious risks to health if control measures failed
 Exposure limits might be exceeded; or
 Control measures might not be working properly.

Workplace exposure limits (WELs) are as the name suggests limits of the amount of 
hazardous substances people should be exposed to at work.  

WELs are concentrations of hazardous substances in the air, averaged over a specified time 
period, referred to as a time-weighted average (TWA).  

Two time periods are used: 
 Long term exposure limits (8 hours)
 Short term exposure limits (15 mins) – set up to help prevent effects such as eye

irritation, which may occur following brief exposure.

Workplace exposure limits are levels above which there is a known risk to health – these 
must never be exceeded.  

N.B. There is no absolute “safe” level of exposure for dangerous substances, and employers 
should aim to bring exposure to the lowest achievable level. 

Step six 

Carry out appropriate health surveillance, if applicable 

For certain hazardous substances there is a requirement to carry out health surveillance. 

These substances are listed in the Regulations. 

Health Surveillance may also be necessary in situations where early detection will be 
beneficial in arresting the progression of ill health. Refer to Guidance Note 18 – Health 
Surveillance for further information on this topic. 
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Step seven 

Prepare plans and procedures to deal with accidents, incidents and emergencies. 

Where the work activity may lead to risk of an accident, incident or emergency involving 
exposure to a hazardous substance, which goes well beyond the risks associated with 
normal day-to-day work, you should set up warning and communication systems to allow a 
suitable response immediately should any incident occur. This is to ensure information on 
your emergency arrangements is available to those who need to see it, including the 
emergency services. It also requires these 'safety drills' to be practiced at regular intervals.  

Only those staff necessary to deal with the incident may remain in the area and they must 
be provided with appropriate safety equipment.  

Do not produce emergency procedures if: 
 The quantities of substances hazardous to health present in your workplace are such

that they present only a slight risk to your employees' health; and
 The measures you have put in place under Step 3 are sufficient to control that risk;

BUT, the requirements described in Step seven must be complied with in full where 
carcinogens, mutagens or biological agents are used.  

Step eight 

Ensure employees are properly informed, trained and supervised. 

Where to get information on hazardous substances 

Information on hazards posed by chemicals can be found through various sources: 
 Suppliers safety data sheets (there is a legal requirement to provide safety data

sheets under REACH).
 The Health and Safety Executive Environmental Hygiene (EH) series of guidance

notes.
 Other information from the manufacturer.
 Information from trade associations and similar bodies.

Asbestos and Lead 

Asbestos and Lead are subject to their own regulations and are not covered by COSHH: 
 The Control of Asbestos Regulations 2012
 The Control of Lead at Work Regulations 2002.
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Overview 

 Assess the risks from substances hazardous to health.
 Decide what control measures are needed and how to provide them.
 Maintain the control measures and ensure that they are used.
 Monitor exposure levels.
 Provide health surveillance if needed.
 Provide information, instruction and training to employees.
 Review assessments periodically.

Further Guidance 

 HSE website: http://www.hse.gov.uk/coshh/index.htm

 Control of Substances Hazardous to Health Regulations 2002 (as amended) Approved
Code of Practice and Guidance
L5
ISBN 9780717629813
Available at: http://www.hse.gov.uk/pubns/priced/l5.pdf

 Working with substances hazardous to health: A brief guide to COSHH
INDG 136
Available at: http://www.hse.gov.uk/pubns/indg136.pdf

 http://www.coshh-essentials.org.uk/ provides advice on controlling the use of
chemicals for a range of common tasks, e.g. mixing and drying.
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Appendix 1 

COSHH HAZARD ASSESSMENT Number: 
Substance/ Product Name and Description: 
Petrol 

How is Supplied Substance to be used and quantity to be used: 
Substance not to be mixed or diluted. Product to be brushed directly onto metal fixings. 

Assessment of Risk and Precautions to be Taken: 
Product is flammable, the vapour may cause drowsiness/dizziness and repeat exposure may 
cause skin dryness or cracking. 

Keep away from heat, sparks and open flames. Avoid spilling, skin and eye contact. To keep 
the airbourne concentration to below the exposure limits when working in confined spaces, 
use mechanical exhaust ventilation if natural ventilation is insufficient. 
Personal Protective Equipment Provided: 
Safety Goggles 
Gloves 
Respiratory equipment may be needed in unventilated spaces. 
First Aid Information and Emergency Actions: 
Inhalation – Move the exposed person to fresh air at once. Perform artificial respiration if 
breathing has stopped 

Ingestion – Keep patient at rest and get medical attention. Do not induce Vomiting 

Skin – Remove contaminated clothing. Wash skin immediately with soap and water. Do not 
use solvents or thinners. 

Eyes – Make sure to remove contact lenses before rinsing. Promptly wash eyes with plenty 
of water while lifting the eye lids. Continue to rinse for at least 15 minutes and seek medical 
attention. 
Spillage Procedures: 
Extinguish/avoid all sources of heat and ignition. Absorb in vermiculite, dry sand or earth 
and place in containers. Clean area with detergent, avoid using solvents. 

Fire Procedures: 
- Use: Alcohol resistant foam. Carbon dioxide. Powder. Do not use water jet. 
- Cool containers exposed to fire with water spray 
- Fire will produce dense black smoke containing hazardous products of combustion. 
- Self-contained breathing apparatus may be required. 
Assessment Undertaken By: 
Name: Job Title: Signature: Review Date: 

01/07/16 

NB: If the product is to be used in a different manner to that described above, another 
assessment will be needed 
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Appendix 2 

COSHH HAZARD ASSESSMENT Number: 
Substance/ Product Name and Description: 

How is Supplied Substance to be used and quantity to be used: 

Assessment of Risk and Precautions to be Taken: 

Personal Protective Equipment Provided: 
. 

First Aid Information and Emergency Actions: 

Spillage Procedures: 

Fire Procedures: 

Assessment Undertaken By: 
Name: Job Title: Signature: Review Date: 

NB: If the product is to be used in a different manner to that described above, another 
assessment will be needed 
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© Copyright Alcumus SafeContractor 2016 
This publication may be freely reproduced, except for advertising, endorsement or commercial 
purposes. 
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