
The QS and construction site safety – HKIS 14th March 2011 
 
Thank you all for turning up for this talk. There are three things you should keep in 
mind – 
 

• I have had no special training in construction site safety. Like you, I am a QS 
and nothing more (or less). 

• My talk does not refer to how matters should be arranged in your office. 
(Our cousins at the RICS have recently issue a discussion paper “Surveying 
Safely” on this for which I thank them as I have used it to develop some 
thoughts for this talk.)  

• My talk refers to capital works contracts and not to maintenance work 
(which has its own set of deadly problems that are proving very difficult to 
address.) 

 
Construction site safety is not something that is often at the forefront of a QS’s 
mind. It is not often that QS’s get themselves directly involved in it. I would like to 
show you first WHY you should not absent yourselves from it, WHERE we in HK 
are now and then HOW you can help us reach international safety standards on our 
construction sites. 
 
THE WHY  
 
In case there is anyone who thinks it is not the concern of a QS (as civil engineers 
and architects used to believe but now know better) I’ll start by showing you a 
short video made by the construction charity, the Lighthouse Club (more of which 
a little later) of the consequences of people not being concerned enough with 
construction site safety.  
 
VIDEO 
 
Even though I’ve seen it before, I still find it uncomfortable to watch. How does it 
make you feel?  
 
I think you all agree with me that it is not easy viewing and of course I hope it will 
encourage you to increase your interest in site safety and think about what a QS can 
contribute to it. After all, QS’s go on to construction sites and are as much at risk as 
anyone else whilst you are there, so think self preservation if of nothing else.   
 
A bit of history before I get into the details. As a QS working for the Arch.SD for 
24 years, I had no interest in construction site safety at all. It came about following 
a major construction site tragedy in 1991, the collapse of a passenger hoist at the 
Times Square site in Causeway Bay that resulted in the deaths of 12 people. That 



kind of event really grabs the headlines and everybody’s’ attention. If it doesn’t, it 
really should.  
 
In 1991 I had not long been posted to Works Branch, as it was then called, which 
changed my job from the usual QSing duties to one of general works policy. 
Following the Times Square disaster, it quickly became obvious that WB did not 
have a specific policy on construction site safety. The various work specifications 
were almost silent on the matter. The General Conditions of Contract (which I had 
helped to draft in the early 80’s) just told the Contractor to obey the law and added 
a bit about watching and lighting. The various works departments relied upon 
Labour Department to enforce the law. The professionals managing government’s 
projects were refusing to take any responsibility for site safety on the ground that to 
do so would have a major impact on the cost of their PFI (even if they could get it).  
 
Fortunately for me the incident did not occur on a government site, so I didn’t have 
to answer any difficult questions from LegCo or the media, though the mantra of 
the time from works departments and their consultants was that the liability for 
ensuring site safety was all down to the contractor and no one else and that Labour 
Department was the enforcement agency. 
 
The accident statistics at the time, as provided by Labour Department, showed that 
approximately one third of our construction workers were reported as being injured 
on site and consequently off work for more than 3 days, a number which 
experience tells me is likely to be under reported. Just think about it. In one year, at 
least one third of all construction workers were off work at some point because of 
injuries sustained on our construction sites.   
 
With the imminent commencement of work on Chek Lap Kok airport, this 
appalling statistic caught Leg Co’s eye in the context of imported labour. The 
members thought that imported labour, not being used to how we work, would kill 
themselves on our sites. Works Branch was therefore forced to react to improve 
things.  
 
As a consequence, the then Secty for Works, Jim Blake, mandated the introduction 
of the site safety manual for the Airport Core Programme work and soon after he 
gave me permission to put one together for the rest of the capital works programme. 
As noted, I’m no safety officer, so the manual was only completed with the 
generous assistance of the many Safety Officers in HK for the new airport and the 
MTR extension and the equally generous support of their employers without which 
it would not have happened. 
 
Up to this point it was always assumed that site safety was entirely the contractors’ 
responsibility and making it clear that everybody involved had to share the load 



was strongly resisted by some professionals, and there was a problem with 
Professional Indemnity Insurance.  
 
As part of the need to develop from scratch a site safety culture in the Works 
Departments, the WB Directors agreed to put up the money for one Senior 
Professional Safety Adviser post in each department (only EMSD declined at the 
time) and for safety training for well over a thousand professionals and supervisory 
staff. We also quickly persuaded Finance Committee to approve a directorate post 
to oversee the development of site safety in HKG’s works departments.  
 
As a QS, I could see that there was one obvious problem with how site safety was 
being dealt with in our construction contracts. It was an unidentifiable overhead 
lost somewhere within the rates. If money was tight for the contractor, it was the 
contractor’s input into these items that were trimmed. If it was site safety that was 
trimmed, there was very little that could be done about it, if the contractor didn’t 
actually break the law (or more to the point get caught breaking the law).  
 
The answer to me, a QS, was to measure the safety items and put a price on them in 
the BQ before the tenderers could put nil or a very low value against them. It also 
followed that it made sense to make such items profitable so if the contractor did 
not carry them out, then these profitable items would be lost and the contractor 
would be hit where it hurts most, on the profit line. The Pay for Safety Scheme was 
born.      
 
Several of the same people that helped me with the Manual also assisted me in the 
development of the Pay for Safety Scheme and the Independent Audit Scheme. But 
it didn’t stop there. The HKCA brought to the table the idea of the Green Card, 
something so successful that it has been past into law and, as you all should know, 
is mandatory on all construction sites.  
 
Questions - 
 
How many of you go to site and have not been given Green Card training?  
How many have made site visits in the last month?  
Have any of you gone to site without the benefit of the Green Card training?  
Have any of you been hurt on a construction site? 
 
In addition to the Green Card course which is a basic induction to construction site 
safety I can also recommend the CICTA graduate safety management course and/or 
the safety supervisor course to give you a much more in-depth understanding of 
safety legislation and site safety, protect yourself and your employer, and of course 
get a few more CPD points!   
 



WHERE we are now 
 
The extensive effort made by the construction industry, supported by government 
initiatives, in the last 10 years or so has produced some encouraging results. The 
annual overall accident rate per 1000 workers has fallen from over 300 to about 60, 
with contractors aligned with the HK Construction Association doing particularly 
well, now regularly achieving annual figures not far short of single figures.  
 
A very serious problem still lies with the number of workers who die as the result 
of site mishaps. When I first took an interest in 1991, the annual number was 
equivalent to more than one death per week. It is very disturbing and disappointing 
that despite all the efforts being made, the rate is still around one per month and the 
rate has stubbornly remained around there for the past few years. You have just 
seen on the video some examples of what that means to those left behind to mourn 
their loved ones and pick up the shattered pieces.  
 
We in the construction industry need all the help and commitment we can get from 
all those involved to achieve a new break-through and reach the international 
standards of an annual accident rate of no more than 10 per 1000 workers and zero 
site deaths.  
     
THE HOW 
 
Whilst it is not often that it is the duty of the QS to make sure that the selected 
contractor is suitable for the task, as QS’s, I think we should know better than other 
professions that if something isn’t measured, it can’t be properly enforced. A 
vaguely worded wish list included in the tender documents is no answer to a 
specific need.  
 
It is surely obvious to any QS that, whilst there is no need to repeat the law, the site 
safety requirements must be specified in an easily understood way, measurable and 
therefore in an enforceable way. What the QS includes in the contract documents 
will influence how the contractor will arrange all matters relating to site safety.      
 
We QS’s need to go to site and therefore whilst there, we also run the risk of being 
harmed (falling objects, unguarded holes, trips and falls etc). We are often given 
the job of putting together the specification and the other contract documents.  
Where this is the case, protective self interest needs to assert itself. Even if 
someone else is doing it, try to make sure there is (at least) a comprehensive 
demand for site safety matters in the specification, with a schedule of 
corresponding items in the BQ, covering in detail all aspects of site safety.    
 



Take some time to assess the possible risks inherent in the project, the significant 
issues that the site and the works impose on site safety. Consider what would be the 
likely outcome if no controls are in place? What might be the damage to people and 
property? (The UK’s Health and Safety Executive has published “Five steps to risk 
assessment” as an aid to making such assessments and boil down to - 

• identify the things likely to cause harm 
• decide who might be harmed and how 
• evaluate the risk of such matters occurring and decide on the precautions 
• record your findings and implement them 
• review your assessment and update if necessary.       

 
When visiting a site, set a good example. Follow all the safety rules. No short cuts. 
So, wear a hard hat and use safety boots etc. If such things are not available, 
complain. If not immediately remedied, do not take the risk, the insurance cover 
may be lost and, by not carrying out the measurements/payment calculation, it 
should bring the contractor to order very quickly. If the workers see that we 
professionals can’t be bothered to comply with the site safety rules, then why 
should the workers?   
 
In addition, when on site and you come across a set of circumstances that may lead 
to harm, it is your responsibility to react to it and ensure that the situation is made 
safe by reporting the situation as quickly as possible to the appropriate person(s). 
On HK government sites, for your protection, I recommend that your report is 
entered in the Site Record Book. These situations may occur because someone has 
failed to follow safety measures for predicted risks or something totally unexpected.  
 
Your employers should be supportive by providing you with at least some basic 
training on how to look after yourselves when on site visits. (Your office should 
have its own safety plan.) In return, you are expected to co-operate with your 
employer’s training regime.    
 
Apart from the obvious distress caused to family and friends when someone is 
severely injured or killed on a construction site, there almost certainly will be very 
serious direct time and money implications for the contractor and to the job which 
may not always fall onto the contractor. The down time to investigate what 
happened and sort out the mess before restarting work can also be substantial. 
There is also likely to be consequential damage to the reputations of those 
concerned should it get into the media or receive even indirect criticism at an 
inquest, which then may lead to court cases, both civil and criminal.   
 
In considering the kind of BQ items to include for site safety, the QS must assess 
the risks inherent in the project and make sure that the contractor has a clear 
obligation to ensure the sub-contractors down the line are to follow the same safety 



regime. There should be a system for ensuring that the subbies get their fair share 
of any safety reward scheme like the Pay for Safety Scheme or the MTRC’s 
approach.  
 
Where a reward scheme is not planned, try to persuade the employer of the benefits 
of having one, or at least show that there is no big downside to including one. Any 
refusal is usually based on two objections -  
 
One - why go out of the way to expressly pay for something that the contractor is 
bound to do as part of the site overheads anyway? The answer to that is the 
contractor needs to be paid for all their responsibilities under the contract and under 
the law, not just site safety.  
 
Two – isn’t the contractor being paid twice, once through the Prelims/rates and 
once through the reward scheme? The answer to that is, in a competitive tender, 
why would the contractor unnecessarily increase the tender price like that?  
 
The whole point about Pay for Safety is to remove site safety matters from tender 
competition so that site safety does not suffer when the money is tight. In addition, 
by including a priced schedule of specific safety activities e.g. safety plans, safety 
meetings, safety walks, it makes sure that are properly carried out, or the contractor 
loses money. 
 
It is also worth reminding the employer that any delay to the progress of the Works 
by a safety breach that causes injury or death is expensive in time lost in getting a 
return on their investment, money spent on their own staff during the delay, legal 
fees defending prosecutions and the inevitable increase in insurance premia.   
 
Any failure in the employer’s site safety inspection system may result in the 
insurances not being effective.  
 
Whilst major events that result in injury or death are investigated by Labour 
Department, the contract should include a regime for reporting and investigating 
near misses in order to prevent a repeat that is not a near miss but something far 
worse. Near misses are only a matter of luck.     
 
And finally, where a safety reward system is included, the QS needs to arrange for 
a system for reporting how successfully the contractor has complied, or not, as the 
case may be, so QS can include the appropriate sums in the payment certificates. 
This may also include getting acknowledgements from subbies that they have 
received their share from the previous month’s certificate. 
 



The points about including the subbies are important as, if not addressed, they are a 
weakness in the pay for safety concept as the principle contractor may delegate 
responsibility for implementing safety measures but does not pass on the payment. 
The subbie may then cut corners when under pressure of time or budget and is in 
the situation that previously the principle contractors were in. It is therefore 
important to consider the subcontracting chain when establishing a pay for safety 
scheme, as it is when establishing more general conditions of contract or 
specifications. 
 
Other weaknesses in the system can come about if the contractor prices a project on 
the assumption that all the potential pay for safety income will be received and 
takes risks on other elements of the BQ. This can result in friction between the 
relevant parties if monies are with-held but can also result in corner cutting where 
the contractor feels they are not being monitored (either on safety matters or other 
aspects of the site). The simple answer is monitor the implementation of the safety 
requirements closely. 
 
In addition pay for safety scheme’s develop over time and tend to focus on well 
known safety management techniques (e.g. safety walks) and well known risks. It 
is very possible that schemes will not specifically mention something that is 
relevant to a project, particularly for civil works or unusual works. The best 
solution here is working with contractors in advance to identify risks in upcoming 
tenders. However if that is not possible include some mechanism for identifying 
and addressing new risks during the contract. This may include agreeing on how to 
deal with genuinely unforeseen conditions (as with ground works). 
 
Basically there weaknesses with the system, none of which I can imagine are 
insurmountable. There are also strengths, proven by experience. However the 
system needs us to help make it work as with any effectively administered contract. 
 
In conclusion, safety is still an issue of concern though standards are improving, 
the QS does have a role to play in setting up and administering contracts and 
specifications that encourage good health and safety standards, and you can build 
on the work that has already been done. 
  
 



 

 



 
 
 
 
 


