Step One: identify the hazards
The first stage of your risk assessment involves identifying the hazards in your workplace. The most important part of this step is a visual inspection of your workplace.

Before you get started though, a little preparation can help to make sure that you don't miss anything important. Risk assessment is not a desktop exercise but there's a lot of information and guidance out there that can help you get the practical part right:

Free leaflets from the Health and Safety Executive 
There's lots of easy-to-read booklets on many different aspects of health and safety available free from HSE Publications. A full list of publications available can be found at www.hse.gov.uk. 

Existing safety documentation 
If your department already has some safety documents, these can be a very useful. For example an accident book will reveal the commonest hazards which are causing harm and therefore the associated risks which need to be addressed. Also look at things like fire inspection reports, insurance audits, equipment inventories and manufacturers guidance. 

Activities, processes and environment
Once you've done a bit of reading try to list all the activities and processes that occur in connection with your business. Include any work going on away from the main premises like sales, deliveries or working from home. Start with the general things your department does and then look more specifically at what each of these involves. Remember that not everything will be directly related to 'work'- for example systems like the heating, lighting and ventilation.

Also write down all areas of the workplace that you will need to visually inspect for hazards. Don't forget things like rest facilities, fire escapes, etc. that might not be used as regularly as the main work areas. A floor plan is useful to do this. 

Visual inspection
You must then follow up your preparation with the most important process of looking for the hazards in the workplace. This must involve touring the entire work premises to complete a comprehensive visual inspection.

It can be helpful to use a preliminary checklist of hazards if you identified any in your preparation. 

· Be systematic 
This helps to ensure nothing is overlooked and the lists you prepared before you started will help you. Look at all areas of the workplace one at a time. Where possible also look at places where work is going on away from the main site. 

· Look at what's happening 
Remember to look at everything that's going on. Find out whether what should be happening is what's really happening. This must include activities not directly involved with work and non routine activities like maintenance and emergency procedures. 

· Talk to your colleagues
Good health and safety management involves a lot of co-operation with employees. They reveal health and safety concerns that may need to be addressed and when it comes to controlling the risks, their co-operation is vital. Take advantage of their knowledge and experience of the workplace as they're the ones who know exactly what's going on from day to day.

