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Question:

With cold winter weather upon us suddenly, we are reviewing our policy for gritting
our car parks and outdoor walkways for snow and ice. What should we be
considering?

Answer:
The approved code of practice for the Workplace (Health, Safety and Welfare) Regulations
1992 says: “Arrangements should be made to minimise risks from snow and ice which may
involve gritting, snow clearing and closure of some routes, particularly outside stairs,
ladders and walkways on roofs.”

Case law has established that a system of controlling the hazards of snow and ice
discharges liability if it fulfils best practice; it is not expected to extend to unreasonable
lengths. Devoting resources to clearing the most used areas is considered reasonable.

You may wish to outsource clearance to a contractor with snow ploughs and grit spreaders,
particularly if heavy snowfall is anticipated. Then you have to control and vet the
contractor’s safety arrangements. If you tackle the job in-house, named individuals should
be responsible for clearing a suitable path through the snow and ice and for treating it.
They should be adequately briefed, suitably equipped and wearing warm weather PPE,
including footwear with good tread. Consider providing ice spikes or cleats for the
footwear.

Anticipation is key. Ensure you keep supplies of rock salt and clearance equipment. Identify
priority areas, including zones where cars and pedestrians mix, well-used paths, and don't
forget fire escape exit routes. Give slopes, steps and changes of level extra attention. It's
unlikely that you'll be sued or held responsible if someone is injured on a path or
pavement if you've cleared it carefully.

If your planned clearance is beaten back by heavy snowfall, then you may need to divert
pedestrians to a few cleared routes with the help of signs or barriers.

Rock salt doesn’t work instantly; it needs time to be ground down, which is when it
becomes most efficient. Gritting twice a day early in the morning and in the early evening is
likely to be most practicable, but circumstances may vary. The best time to put down rock
salt is in the evening before temperatures nose dive and the ice forms. If it has snowed, put
salt over the first layer of snow. Compacted snow, which turns to ice, is difficult to treat
with grit. Avoid contaminating plants and trees during spreading.

You should also consider if there is any potential for the melting snow and ice to be walked
into the building, thereby creating yet another slip hazard. Fitting canopies over building
entrances can help reduce the amount of melt water migrating into the building. Take
steps to control slips immediately inside the building by mopping and, better still, by using
matting or non-slip flooring.

Keith Rhodes, senior consultant, Alcumus - a leading health, safety and environmental
consultancy whose specialists develop tailored and workable solutions.
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