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Safety First, Last, And Always

By B. Checket-Hanks
Of The News Staff
( ( ithout the guy in the field, the company goes
down the tube,” said Charlie Campbell, the
safety director for J.J. Kirlin Co. The Rockville,
Md., mechanical contractor has 1,200 to 1,500
employees. Campbell knows that injuries in the field can, among
other things, wound company morale, disrupt scheduling, and
raise insurance costs. Effective safety programs are essential to pro-
tect employees and the company.

When it comes to getting workers to buy into a safety program,
Campbell knows his stuff. Safety is critical for J.J. Kirlin Co., as the
company’s projects include sports, entertainment, and hospitality
venues; correctional, manufacturing, biopharmaceutical, and med-
ical facilities; and museum, government, and commercial buildings.

The keys to the buy-in, Campbell said, are worker rewards and
recognition for safe job performance and discipline of unsafe per-
formance. An effective program can prevent jobsite injuries, get
injured workers back on light-duty tasks, and keep workers’ com-
pensation and insurance costs down.

Motivation

A safety program is only effective if employees follow it, said
Campbell (who also spoke on safety at the most recent Mechanical
Service Contractors Association meeting). He said employees will
be motivated to follow the program that has a combination of
recognition and rewards.

It starts with open lines of communication throughout the compa-
ny. “Saying thanks for being safe and working hard is probably the
biggest thing that works,” Campbell said. “Seems that we owners forget
that the employees are actually out there in the field. At least say hello.
It makes a difference when you are recognized by your employer.”

Encourage employees to find new and safe ways to work, he con-
tinued, and encourage them to bring their solutions to your office.
“Make yourself accessible to all employees, not just upper manage-
ment and staff. Don’t work behind closed doors. It locks out your
employees and that hurts like hell.”

The Carrot

Safety awards, Campbell said, can be given on a semi-annual or

annual schedule:

+ Monthly awards might be coins for gifts, clothing with or
without the company logo, gift certificates, or money (which
Campbell said he frowns upon). “Do what’s comfortable in
your company.”

J.J. Kirlin has used a coin system in different ways, Campbell
said. In one variation, each employee is given a coin for working
safely for one month, with no injuries or violations. Or, each proj-
ect is given X-amount of coins for working a crew safely for the
month; a name is drawn from a worker list and the coins are given
to the worker whose name is drawn. “Always try something differ-
ent and new.”

+ Annual awards can be based on safe work hours for the year,
with categories broken down by number of safe hours worked
consecutively (50,000 hours and above; 20,000 to 30,000 hours;
10,000 to 20,000 hours; 1,000 to 10,000 hours). Giving specific
goals makes a difference,” Campbell said. “They have something
they’re working toward.”

“Don’t just name your star employees,” he added. “That will
send a program down the tubes.” Create a rule that if an employ-
ee received it one year, the same person can’t win it the next time.

As for prizes, “Give them something they are all gonna want.” It
could be a trip for two to a destination like Las Vegas, a large-screen
TV, or gift certificates to a store of their choosing (dollar amount set
by the owner). “Gear down your prizes to match your budget.”

When you present the reward, “Make sure you do it in front of
everybody else,” Campbell said. The recognition is as much a part
of the reward as the actual prize. It also encourages other employ-
ees to strive to win it next time.

* An end-of-the-year reward for the entire company could be a
small party (for small and medium-sized companies), a bonus for a
year of safe work, and recognizing workers with many years of safe
work with something symbolic, like a plaque, watch, golf bag, etc.

Safety awards can also be given at any unscheduled time to
honor an employee whose safe work practices made a difference.

Campbell recalled a Kirlin employee who was wearing safety
glasses when a fireproofing line ruptured. “Your face will heal,”
Campbell said. “Your eyes won’t.” The glasses saved this employee’s
eyesight and career.

Running a safety program may sound costly or time consum-
ing, but it’s truly cost effective.



Appropriate personal protective equipment is another critical element of worker

safety. Getting employees to wear the right equipment, like these specially
designed gloves, can prevent serious injuries.

“If you work safely, your productivity goes up,” Campbell stat-
ed. “A lot of people say, ‘Ah, that’s bull crap. But it’s true.”

The Stick

Bad behavior or unsafe actions need to be corrected quickly, he
continued. “You have to balance the system out or it’s worthless.”

Arriving late or leaving early from work, for example, can be a
sign of something else going on (personal problems, substance
abuse, or job dissatisfaction).

Disciplinary actions can include the following:

+ For a minor offense, give a verbal warning.

+ For unapproved absenteeism, first time give a verbal warning;
the second time give a verbal warning with a possible day off with-
out pay; third time, give a written warning with three days off or ter-
minate the person’s employment.

Above all, make sure to use actions as well as words. “Don’t be
the contractor who writes people up but you don’t do anything,”
said Campbell.

When it comes to safety infractions, “Send a note home to the
family,” he suggested. Getting families involved can help remind
employees that they are protecting themselves for their families,
not just for the company. Have children come up with safety pictures
for a company safety calendar or coloring contest, Campbell sug-
gested.

Personal Protection

According to Campbell, this includes following safe work proce-
dures and wearing appropriate personal protective equipment
(PPE): hard hats, safety glasses, respirators, ear protection, proper
footwear (steel-toed shoes), and using fall protection equipment.

Let them know when and how to use it, he said. “Just
because youre in the service industry, it doesn’t mean you
don’t wear a hard hat,” he pointed out. It depends on
where the service is being performed.

* Hard hats protect against electrical, chem-
ical, or impact hazards. They are rated for spe-
cific uses. “Wear your hard hat with the brim
forward for protection of the forehead, eyes,

and nose,” Campbell added. Also, “Do not
issue ‘bump hats. Those are for meat

packers.”

« Safety glasses also are critical for
service techs, but they need to be con-
venient to use. Campbell said J.J. Kirlin
gave its techs a clip-on pouch and com-
pliance went up.
Require that safety glasses are worn as
soon as the service person gets into the van,
and are not taken off until they come in again.

Let them choose the style they like so they don’t feel

like they are wearing something ugly.

Want to boost safety glass compliance up to 80
percent?

“Put patches on employees’ eyes and put them in a
safe, dark room,” Campbell said. It shows them what

it’s like to be blind. Or get an injured employee to speak to
other employees — not as a punishment but as a way to help
others. “One of the best uses of an injury is as a training aid,”
he said, “but make sure you don’t embarrass the employee.”
+ Noise is more critical for service companies than construction,
Campbell said, because equipment is running — loudly. “If you can’t
hear another person speaking three feet from you, you need ear plugs.”

+ Service vehicles have their own safety issues. Company vehi-
cles need regular inspections and service. Make sure everything is

Service Safety
ere’s a million-dollar question for HVACR service contrac-
tors: Does the Occupational Safety and Health
Administration (OSHA) have regulations for service contractors?

Here is the million-dollar answer from Charlie Campbell: No.
There are no OSHA regulations for the service industry. “The
safety officer for the service tech on the job is the service tech
himself,” Campbell said.

He advised service contractors to create method sheets for
service procedures that include safety instructions. Have your
service employees develop the sheets; they will be more likely
to abide by something they had a hand in creating.

Make sure safety procedures list personal protective equip-
ment, particularly clothing that helps ground the technician.
“Some air conditioning units need troubleshooting done when the
unit is hot,” Campbell said. “The technician needs protection.”

While it is ideal to have a safety officer on staff, “If you can’t
afford a safety officer, you need to get involved with a group to
help you out,” Campbell said. Train your people to be their own
safety officers.

— B. Checket-Hanks
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Charlie Campbell, safety direcfor for mechanical contractor for JJ Kirlin Co., says communication is key to the success of a contractor’s safety program:

“Saying thanks for being safe and working hard is probably the biggest thing that works.”

secured and that the vehicle is carrying appropriate HazCom
papers provided, a first aid kit, and a fire extinguisher. Make sure
the safety and maintenance of the vehicles are documented.

What about the driver’s safety? You could get a toll-free number
for people to report reckless driving (but beware of vengeful exes).
For any traffic incident, minor as well as major, run a drug test.
Campbell said their union agrees to this.

Cell phone use? Use hands-free only. “We provide Nextels for
everybody,” he said. “We prefer that they don’t try to talk and
drive at the same time. Put sign-age in the vehicle and you, the
employer, are protected.”

Safety glasses are critical for service techs, but they need to be conven-
ient to use, said Charlie Campbell, who recommends that employees be
allowed to choose the style they prefer.

Finally, “Address problems you see on the job, but follow the
rules yourself.”

In Case Of Injury

In spite of precautions, accidents can still happen. It’s better for
the company and the employee if you can get him back to work as
soon as possible in a modified-duty program, Campbell said. “It
shows that you want them back. They heal a lot quicker.”

In addition to employees feeling needed, “It also keeps insur-
ance down, affects the modification rate, and can even reduce med-
ical costs” Campbell contends that employees “heal faster” when
they return on modified duty.

Make sure these employees know what you require in their
temporary position, he added. Stress that they are an asset to your
company, and be flexible. “Most guys don’t want to sit at home
collecting workers’ comp.”

In service work, Campbell conceded that light-duty field oppor-
tunities can be limited. Service employees can do some office work
for their modified-duty time.

“For some guys, it’s a hell of a cure,” he said. They get new
respect for people in the office, knowledge of what goes into paper-
work, and how their regular job affects the office. They also can’t
wait to get back out of the office.

“Safety, productivity, and profitability go hand in hand,
Campbell said. Poor safety practices bring everything else down. ®
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