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Infections at work
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This guidance covers ill health caused by exposure to micro-organisms such
as bacteria and viruses (commonly known as pathogens, bugs and germs)
during work activities
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About infections at work
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Infections at work are those created by exposure to harmful micro-organisms such
as bacteria, fungi, viruses, internal parasites, and other infectious proteins known
as prions. These are called 'biological agents' in health and safety legislation.
You may be harmed by micro-organisms by being infected with the micro-
organism, by being exposed to toxins produced by the micro-organism, or by
having an allergic reaction to the micro-organism or substances it produces.

Micro-organisms are found virtually everywhere in the natural environment.
Most of these are harmless to humans and do many important jobs. They are used
to make medicine. They can break down the oil from oil spills. They make about
half of the oxygen we breathe. However, certain micro-organisms can cause harm
- either by infection, allergy or being toxic.

You may come into contact with micro-organisms at work because you
intentionally work with them, eg in a microbiology laboratory. But you are more
likely to be exposed as a result of the kind of work you do, eg as a farmer, or a
healthcare worker ie the exposure is incidental to the purpose of the work.

There were over 2000 new cases of occupationally acquired infection reported in
2002, an increase on the previous year's figure. The most common type of infection
was diarrhoeal disease and most cases of infection were reported in healthcare
workers.

In most work premises where there is either intentional work with micro-
organisms (eg microbiology laboratories and research facilities) or a relatively
high likelihood of occupational exposure (eg hospitals and nursing homes) the
HSE is the regulatory body. However, in some cases where the possibility of
exposure is incidental to the purpose of the work (see above) the regulatory body
may be the local authority.

Examples of such workplaces, where the regulation of safety is the responsibility
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of the local authority, are skin piercing and tattoo parlours (where there may be
a risk of transmission of blood-borne viruses) and large office blocks (where cooling
towers could be source of Legionnaires' disease).

Guidance on these issues is therefore available elsewhere on the website in
the Local Authority Unit site.

More about two of the key risk occupations:

Healthcare

Healthcare workers are a key risk group because of the nature of their work. We
do not have accurate data on infections and ill health in this group - but data from
physician reporting schemes indicates infection rates of about 30 per 100 000
workers per year amongst nurses and about 100 per 100 000 per year amongst
care givers in residential homes. Most of these infections are diarrheal diseases.
However, more serious infections do sometimes occur. For example, four health
workers have died after having accidentally incurred needlestick injuries during
work with HIV patients. Another nine are also known to be sero-positive as a
result of this kind of accident.

The control of occupational exposure to biological agents in the healthcare setting
is covered by the Control of Substances Hazardous to Health Regulations 2002
(COSHH). There is detailed guidance available from the Advisory Committee on
Dangerous Pathogens (ACDP) or the Department of Health on the control of
various micro-organisms such as blood borne viruses (eg HIV and hepatitis B),
vCdJD, viral haemorrhagic fevers and TB. The HSE's Health Services Advisory
Committee (HSAC) also publishes guidance on clinical waste and post-mortem
rooms. ACDP are currently preparing new guidance on biological agents in the
laboratory and healthcare settings.

Healthcare-associated infection (HAI) is an important cause of morbidity and
mortality amongst hospital patients, especially with the increasing resistance of
many human pathogens to antibiotics (eg methicillin-resistant Staphylococcus
aureus: MRSA). However, the HSE do not generally deal with clinical matters as
these are more appropriately dealt with elsewhere. One exception to this is where
there are management failures or failures of systems of work and in such cases
HSE do sometimes become involved.

The Department of Health has produced several documents covering the control
of infection in hospitals. Perhaps the most important of these are as follows:
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e "Getting ahead of the curve", strategy document for combating infectious
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diseases
e "Winning Ways", strategy document following on from "Getting ahead of | @ [SeF2 ¥ 1TFE< BIG SrE: THERI|~DiH |
the curve"
e DoH strategic guidelines for implementation of control of infection | @ JRERHEEM D7~ D DoH (FRfE4E) WK H A K5 A >
measures
Laboratories AESERT

Laboratory workers who come into contact with COVID-19

Under the COSHH Regulations, employers must minimise the risk to
laboratory staff working with biological agents which cause COVID-19.
There is guidance from the UK Health Security Agency on safe handling and
processing of COVID-19 for samples in laboratories.
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People who work in microbiology laboratories and related disciplines are at risk
from exposure to biological agents. Some will work with biological agents
themselves, eg by culturing them.

Others will work with material, which is likely to contain micro-organisms
although the micro-organisms are not actually being grown, eg blood typing in a
haematology laboratory.

In addition to the general duties of COSHH, there are additional provisions in
Schedule 3 of the regulations, which apply, primarily, to laboratory and large-
scale work with biological agents. The choice of control measures in laboratories
is largely based on the hazard group of the biological agent that is being used (or
that may be present). Biological agents are classified into one of four hazard
groups from 1 (the lowest) to 4 (highest, eg Ebola) based on their ability to infect
healthy adults. The classification is set out in the Approved List of Biological

Agents (PDF) .

There are about 230,000 people who work in biomedical sciences - with an
estimated 12,500 scientists working in NHS laboratories. Research carried out for
HSE in 1994/5 estimated that infection rates are about 16 per 100 000 person
years, with the majority of these being caused by Hazard Group 2 biological agents
in diagnostic laboratories.
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In addition to using specific control measures, those working with biological
agents also need to notify HSE the first time that agents in HG2, HG3 and HG4
are used at a particular premises. Notification is also required of the subsequent
use of certain agents (ie when agents in hazard groups 3 and 4 and those agents
in hazard group 2 that are listed in Part V of Schedule 3 of COSHH are used for
the first time).

Guidance on the notification process

Electronic notification form

Much of the guidance that is relevant to laboratory work is produced by the
Advisory Committee on Dangerous Pathogens (ACDP). There is also guidance
available from other HSC advisory committees and specific regulations for those
working with genetically modified organisms.

ACDP also issue a free publication, the Biological Agents Bulletin - available on
the HSE Website or by direct email - which covers laboratory issues as well as
new information about biological agents in general.
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e Approved list of biological agents (PDF) o EMRAIEEEY 2~ (PDF)
e More resources ® T OMDFEHRIR
e Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs e IS, BREKUOVEKHIRE
e Department of Health TR
e Food Standards Agency o LU
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This site covers ill health caused by exposure to micro-organisms such as bacteria
and viruses (commonly known as pathogens, bugs and germs) during work
activities. This is a broad topic that ranges from accidental infections with gut
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bacteria in the sewage industry, that result in mild diarrhoea, to laboratory
accidents involving more serious pathogens such as HIV.

This site 1s primarily designed to provide information to employers, workers and
health and safety professionals. There is also some information that will also be
of interest to others with a more general interest in biological agents.
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The Law 5

The main piece of legislation that applies to infections at work is The Control of
Substances Hazardous to Health Regulations 2002 (COSHH)

Micro-organisms are covered in COSHH by the term biological agents. These are
defined as any micro-organism, cell culture, prion or human endoparasite whether
or not genetically modified which may cause infection, allergy, toxicity or
otherwise create a hazard to human health. The general requirements of COSHH,
ie risk assessment and prevention or control of exposure will apply to most
workplaces. But there are also additional requirements for work with micro-

organisms, in laboratories, animal rooms, and industrial processes, contained in
Schedule 3 of the main regulations.

COSHH also makes reference to the Approved List of biological agents (PDF) .
The list classifies biological agents into one of four hazard groups (with HG4 being
the most hazardous, eg Ebola virus) according to the risk of infection to a healthy
worker. This provides the basis for laboratory work with the organisms by
indicating what kind of containment and control measures should be in place in
the laboratory. The list may also help other non-laboratory occupations in
assessing risks by indicating the severity of disease associated with a particular
biological agent.

The Approved List is not exhaustive, and if a biological agent is not included it
should NOT automatically be classified as hazard group 1. The appropriate
classification of the agent must be determined by a local risk assessment using
relevant factors as described in regulation 6 of COSHH.
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There is also other health and safety legislation covering specific micro-
organisms:

e The Genetically Modified Organisms (Contained Use) Regulations 2000 -
these are concerned with the protection of peoples health and the
environment from risks associated with the contained use of genetically
modified organisms.

e The Notification of Cooling Towers and Evaporative Condensers
Regulations 1992 - these are concerned with the control of legionella
bacteria and require notification to local authorities of installations of wet
cooling towers and evaporative condensers (usually part of air-
conditioning systems).

e The Carriage of Dangerous Goods and Use of Transportable Pressure
Equipment Regulations 2004 - these are concerned with the protection of
everyone involved (directly or indirectly) in transporting dangerous goods
including infectious micro-organisms.
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Policy Statements in response to EU Regulation

2020/1043
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e EU Policy statement - England & Wales (PDF)
e EU Policy statement - Scotland (PDF)

Other Government Departments/Bodies also deal with risks from micro-
organisms. They include:

¢ EUBNKFEH-A7F RBXOY z—/LX (PDF)
® EUESKSH-2A=2v F7 2 K (PDF)
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e Department of Health - infectious diseases/public

health/immunisation/hospital acquired infection/ACDP

o {RAEE - JRYLIE/NRA LT B HEFE e N YL/ ACDP

e Tood Standards Agency - food hygiene/food poisoning (food law largely
enforced by environmental health officers)
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e Department for the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs - zoonoses,
animal diseases.
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HSE and Infection at Work
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HSE operates and enforces legislation in Great Britain that aims to control the
risks to human health from micro-organisms people may be exposed to at work.

The principal legislation that applies is the Control of Substances Hazardous to
Health Regulations 2002 (COSHH). These regulations cover hazardous
substances including biological agents (pathogenic micro-organisms) and they
contain a schedule of special provisions relating to biological agents. COSHH,
together with the associated Approved Codes of Practice (ACOPs), require
employers to assess the risks of exposure to biological agents (micro-organisms)
and either prevent exposure (where reasonably practicable) or control it
adequately.
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Who we are
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The Specialist Inspector Team

e Provide advice and guidance to centres working with harmful micro-
organisms and genetically modified organisms.

e Undertake inspections of premises undertaking work with micro-
organisms classified in Hazard Groups 3 and 4 or research activities with
micro-organisms in Hazard Group 2 or any work with genetically modified
micro-organisms.
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The Notification Team

Manage the statutory notification scheme for GM premises and activities and
undertake the administrative procedures involved in the handling of notifications
under the Genetically Modified Organisms (Contained Use)

Regulations and COSHH.
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The Policy Team

e Negotiate and implement EU and international law and Conventions on
biological agents and GMOs

e Develop national legislation

e Ensure that the regulatory regime covering biological agents is in line
with over-arching government policies.
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Local General Inspectors
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Inspect workplaces where the possibility of exposure to micro-organisms is
incidental to the purpose of the work eg healthcare workers, farmers and sewage
workers.

Contact details for: Local General Inspectors
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The Advisory Committee on Dangerous Pathogens (ACDP)

A committee of external experts providing technical and scientific advice to the
Department of Health, Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs,
HSE and Devolved Administrations on all aspects of hazards and risks to workers
and others from exposure to pathogens.
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Specific infections at work
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The following links provide information on a number of specific micro-
organisms/diseases encountered in the workplace which are of significant ongoing
concern.
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e Influenza e (L TIATLH
e Legionella S = e
e Anthrax o Z{i$7ﬁ
e Zoonoses * mﬁ .
e Bovine spongiform encephalopathy (BSE) ¢ A%k/\@ﬁ%%ﬁ
® HifEiikMiE (BSE)
Related content BT ANE

Approved list of biological agents (PDF)

More resources

Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs
Department of Health

Food Standards Agency
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Blood-borne viruses
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What are blood-borne viruses?

MARRGME U A VR LI TTH3?

Blood-borne viruses (BBVs) are viruses that some people carry in their blood
and can be spread from one person to another. Those infected with a BBV may
show little or no symptoms of serious disease, but other infected people may
be severely ill. You can become infected with a virus whether the person who
infects you appears to be ill or not — indeed, they may be unaware they are ill
as some persistent viral infections do not cause symptoms. An infected person
can transmit (spread) blood-borne viruses from one person to another by
various routes and over a prolonged time period.
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The most prevalent BBVs are:
e human immunodeficiency virus (HIV)- a virus which causes acquired
immunod
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As well as through blood, these viruses can also be found and transmitted through
other body fluids, for example:

vaginal secretions;

semen; and

breast milk.
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Unless contaminated with blood, minimal risk of BBV infection is carried by:

e urine;

e galiva;

e sweat;

e tears;

e sputum;

e vomit; and

e faeces.

The presence of blood in these bodily fluids and materials isn't always obvious, so
care should still always be taken to avoid infection.
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Blood-borne viruses covered in this guidance
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BB D HEZEJE ST FEAR D H ARGE(RGR
Abbreviation Full name Principal Disease B TN F— A F 1T
HIV-1 Human AIDS HIV-1 b hERET AR 1| A X
immunodeficiency virus 1 Bl
HIV-2 Human AIDS HIV-2 b hERET AR Q| AKX
immunodeficiency virus i
- Type 2
HBV Hepatitis B virus Hepatitis (acute and | HBV B AT R T A VA FF4s (AR OB )
chronic)
HCV Hepatitis C virus Hepatitis (acute and | HCV CHIFR T A A R (BE R OMEME)
chronic)

‘ Notes: All these viruses are in ACDP Hazard Group 3.
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Further details

Blood-borne viruses that cause hepatitis include the hepatitis B virus (HBV) and
hepatitis C virus (HCV). Other viruses that cause hepatitis (such as hepatitis A
and E) are not usually passed on by blood-to-blood contact and hence do not
present a significant risk of blood-borne infection. The hepatitis D virus,
previously known as the 'delta agent', is a defective virus, which can only infect
and replicate in the presence of HBV.

The number of occupational exposure incidents relating to blood or other high-
risk body fluids are collated and reported bi-annually by the Health Protection
Agency (HPA) in their Eye of the Needle report.

P& 2 5| & 2 Mg 4 v 212ix, B BT 7 A4 L2 (HBV) KOt C
BIFR 7 A VA (HCV) 230 £9, ARIAFR KON E BAFR D X 95 22Tk % 5]
TRZFtho v A R, @, MEKE L OEMIZ X o TERET 5 2 &1z
7o, MIEREENEYOBERR ) A7 1350 A, DEIE [T 2EEEK] &
FEIZAL TV DIRIATA 7 A L 21X, HBV MEET A B AICOHEYL L, HiT
EDHRMDHD T A NATT,

Mg XixZ DfthoE U A 7 ARHRIZESE 3 D02 Lol < EF o450k, #&E
LRAELEH#TT (HPA) @ Eye of the Needle ($tDH) LAR— M T24I2 1 [HF &
DHI, WEIILTWVWET,

Blood-borne viruses (BBV)
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This website gives employees and employers detailed guidance on:
e how to comply with the law
how to assess and ways to reduce the risks of workplace exposure to blood-
borne viruses
how to manage incidences of exposure
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Legal information

HERER

Laws applicable to employers regarding work with blood-borne viruses.
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Controlling risk
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Once a risk assessment has been completed, the methods chosen to adequately
control the identified risks should, as far as possible, follow the hierarchical
approach set out in the Management of Health and Safety at Work
Regulations 1999 and COSHH.
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Employer responsibilities
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The legal responsibility for health and safety rests primarily with the
employer, who must ensure that the organisation has the necessary
management framework to protect the health and safety of staff as well as
providing a safe working environment.
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Employee responsibilities
You have a legal duty to take care of your own health and safety and that of
others affected by your actions.
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Incidents in the workplace
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Provides advice to assist in the initial management of a potential workplace
exposure to a blood-borne virus (BBV), irrespective of the
circumstances/location of that exposure.
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Resources
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This page contains links to sources of HSE information and guidance on biological
hazards at work.
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e General occupational guidance o ERARBEELFONA XL A
e Laboratories ® AT
e Healthcare o [Eii
e Other e &)\ﬁﬂ
General occupational guidance —MRAOIRERZE EDORE

Managing infection risks when handling the deceased

EAREAR R DR Ge ) 2 7

e Control of Substances Hazardous to Health Regulations 2002 ACOP o [EEEAEMEHE (2002 4 ACOP)
e Infection risks to new and expectant mothers ® AN UMEREORYY =7
e Blood-borne viruses in the workplace o EICBIT A M E Y A L 2
e BSE - Occupational guidance (WEB22) (PDF) ® BSE-MiEH 4% (WEB22) (PDF)
Laboratories MFSERT
e Management and operation of microbiological  containment | ® f{EMFRVE CIADEBREOEH L OUEH (PDF)
laboratories (PDF)
e Blood-borne viruses in the workplace ® IR D MRS T A LA
e Approved List of biological agents (PDF) o KB INT-EMIRTY Ak (PDF)
e Working safely with research animals: management of infection risks 0 HEEEMW DL AT HFR - YL Y R T
e Working safely with simians: management of infectious risks (PDF) o  HILDRALEI - KUY RSP (PDF)
. S.afe.zlwo;ki.rigt'and the prevention of infection in clinical laboratories and | @  prpck A 2R & OSEBIEER IC 31T 5 224 7 VF 2 & QUL T-B5
similar facilities
. g:;i)allelcfeizlglni;l)lfai)sr? (?Bt]é*l;g and maintenance of laboratory and animal 0 EHRERUOEWHTILILTIT A LATAY L—2—OEA. R OWSF
z A XA
e The large scale contained use of biological agents BT S A 5 %i(P]?\F)
= : . : o ® WA T O KBUEE UiA ol H
e Sealability of Microbiological Containment Level 3 and 4 Facilities (PDF) ) oy i o 8 e
e : : : ®  HAEMTFE LA L-UL 3 KN 4 fiiix O M (PDF)
The principles, design and operation of Containment Level 4 AN N Y ql =3 -
facilities (PDF) L HUAD L~ 4 J}max@f??,\”\ ARt R ONEH (PDF)
Healthcare ‘ NIVARTT
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e Safe working and the prevention of infection in clinical laboratories and | ®  ERFRMRAT S K OFELUGERR IS 1 D Z R VEZE R ORI T 1
similar facilities
e Managing infection risks when handling the deceased ® EHAREHEEFORKYLY &
Other Z DAl
Useful links L avAsY NS/

14




