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Safety Legislation 
The Safety, Health and Welfare at Work Act (1989) contains the principal legal duties 

on safety, health and welfare at work. However it is impossible to include in the act all 

the detailed duties on safety, health and welfare.  

The main features of the Act include: 

• General principles of safety, health and welfare applicable to all places of work 

• General duties imposed on employers, employees, manufacturers and suppliers 

• Requirement of a safety statement in all work places, based on the identification 

of hazards and the assessment of risks to health at the place of work to which the 

safety statement applies. 

 

The general principles contained in the Act have been amplified through a number of 

detailed regulations. The following regulations are some of those applicable to science 

teachers: 

• General Applications Regulations 1993, including regulations governing personal 

protective equipment, first aid and electricity 

• Chemical, Physical and Biological Agents Regulations 1989 

• Carcinogens Regulations 1993 

• Biological Agents Regulations 1994 

• Chemical Agents Regulations 1994 

• Classification, Packaging, Labelling and Notification of Dangerous Substances   

1994 

Ionising Radiation is covered by the Radiological Protection Act, 1991 (Ionising 
Radiation), Order 2000.  
All these regulations involve implementation of EC/EU directives on safety and health at 

work.  

Employers in Schools 
According to the Act employers are responsible for the safety of all their employees. 

School Management, including boards of management, vocational educational 
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committees, etc., accordingly have responsibilities due to the powers vested in them. 

They cannot abdicate this responsibility. They therefore have responsibility for the safety 

of teachers, office staff, care taking staff etc. 

Duties of Employers to Employees (Section 6 of the Act) 
The main duty of employers is to provide, as far as reasonably practicable, a safe working 

environment. This duty can be broken down into four main components: 

1. To ensure a reasonably safe place of work, including safe access and egress, 

2. To ensure reasonably safe plant and equipment, 

3. To ensure reasonably safe systems of work, 

4. To ensure reasonably competent staff. 

The Board of Management must employ competent people to carry out various tasks in a 

school. A science teacher is employed because s/he is considered capable of teaching 

science and of carrying out practical work in a safe manner. The Board of Management 

must supply  necessary personal protective equipment for the employees. 

Duties of Employees 
 
Section 9 of the Act places a number of duties on employees while at work: 

1. To take reasonable care for his/her own safety and that of any other person who 

might be affected by his/her acts or omissions, 

2. To use personal protective equipment provided, 

3. To co-operate with the employer in order that s/he complies with the Act, 

4. To report to the employer, without delay, any defects in equipment, place of work 

or system of work, which might endanger health and safety.  

The principal, who is the representative of the board of management on a day-to-day 

basis, may not have a background in science and is dependent on the science teacher to 

inform him/her of any defects in the laboratory. The science teacher has control of the 

laboratory when he/she is in it and therefore shares in the responsibility for his/her own 

safety and that of the pupils.  
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Duties of Employers to Non-employees 
 

The Act requires an employer to ensure, so far as is reasonably practicable, that persons 

not employed in, but who may be affected by, the undertaking are not exposed to risks to 

their safety or health. Thus, although they are not specifically mentioned in the Act, 

school management has a duty of care to the students as well as the workers in the 

particular establishment. As well as the duties outlined in the Act, employers also have a  

“ Common Law Duty of Care”.   

 

The Science Teacher and the Law 
 
School science laboratories are generally safe places, but accidents do happen. It is 

the duty of the science teacher to ensure that pupils are working in the safest 

possible conditions. 

The main areas of concern to the science teacher are: 

• Negligence and Supervision 

• LPG Safety 

• Electrical Installations 

• Storage of Dangerous Substances 

Negligence – If you can reasonably foresee the consequences for what you are about to, 

or not about to do, then you will be held responsible. The assessment of negligent 

behaviour depends on the age of the child, the activity being supervised, the expertise of 

the teacher, the chance of an accident happening, the gravity of the injury, the social 

benefit of the activity and the cost of eliminating the risk. 

 

The measure of care expected of a science teacher is that of a careful parent for his/her 

children having regard to all the circumstances. Children may never be left in a 

laboratory unsupervised, because accidents there are foreseeable.  Clear instructions 

on the use of equipment and chemicals and movement around the laboratory should be 

given to students. The 1995 Chemical Agents Regulations require an employer to have a 
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risk assessment carried out for all  chemicals.  Where possible dangerous chemicals 

should be replaced by less hazardous alternatives. 

 

Gas Safety 
A Department of Education Circular was sent to the schools in the mid 1990’s.  

Information on action to be taken on detecting gas leaks or in the event of a gas explosion 

is contained in this circular. A gas-isolating valve should be present in each laboratory. 

Teachers should have the gas turned off at this switch when gas is not in use. A 

teacher needs to know which type of gas is in use in his/her own school. Natural Gas is 

lighter than air and will collect at the ceiling if it escapes. LPG is heavier than air and will 

collect at floor level. 

Electrical Installations 
All electrical wiring and fittings should comply with the Safety, Health and Welfare at 

Work (General Applications) Regulations 19933. Electrical faults (e.g. sockets) and 

faulty equipment  should be reported by the teacher to the principal immediately. 

Teachers should not use faulty electrical equipment. Electricity should be turned off at 

the isolation switch when not in use.  

Storage of Dangerous Chemicals 
While it is ultimately the duty of the board of management to ensure a safe system of 

work is in place, it is the responsibility of the chemistry teacher to practise “good 

housekeeping”. Chemicals should be labelled in accordance with the Classification, 

Packaging, Labelling and Notification of Dangerous Substances Regulations 1994. If a 

substance has a hazard symbol, it can be classified as dangerous. Classification of a 

“dangerous” substance is on the basis of the substance possessing  inherent properties 

which fall into one of three general categories: physiochemical hazards, toxicological or 

health hazards and ecotoxicity.  
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Hazard Identification, Risk Assessment and Control 
Measures 
 Laboratory surveys are best done by people who are competent in the subject area (i.e. 

science teacher). Inspection checklists are helpful to the science teacher in identifying 

hazards. Such hazards will not necessarily result in harm. The degree of risk depends on 

the circumstances. Measures should be taken to eliminate/reduce the risks unless the cost 

of doing so is unreasonable compared with the risk.  

 

   

 

NOTE: 

Copies of The Safety, Health and Welfare at Work Act, 1989, and all 

Regulations can be obtained from the Health and Safety Authority, 10, 

Hogan Place, Dublin 2. 
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