A third of construction operatives have seen someone under the
influence on site. CN speaks to workers and experts to identify where
enforcement is falling short and assess the scale of the problem
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More than a third of construction
workers have witnessed a
colleague under the influence of
drugs or alcohol on site.

This was among the key
findings of research conducted by
the Considerate Constructors
Scheme (CCS) in 20186, as part of a
report containing a number of
equally concerning figures.

Around 65 per cent of workers
had never been tested for drugs
and alcahol, while a quarter said
they were tired at work because of
the effects of drugs or alcohol.

Despite these worrying
statistics, there is a significant
lack of wider research available
to support industry efforts to
understand and - importantly -
monitor the workforce's
relationship with drinking
and drugs,

General research was
conducted back in 2004 into the
prevalence of itlegal drugs in all
workplaces by Cardiff University
on behalf of the Health and Safety
Executive.It found that one in 10
workers of all ages had used drugs
within the past year, which rose to
one in three among workers aged
under 30.

Although construction was
identified as a “higher-risk”
industry in which the effects of
drug use could carry “far more
serious” consequences, there was
no specific research relating to
the sector in the report - which
itself is now 14 years old.

Indeed, following a CN Freedom
of Information request submitted
in August last year, the HSE said it
was unable to provide any
information on the number of

#The vast majority
of companies now
havepoliciesand
proceduresin
place, which they
didn’t used to”
EDWARDHARDY, CCS
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onsite accidents in which drugs
and alcohol could have been a
contributory factor.

Given this glaring lack of
benchmarking data,are
contractors able to effectively
monitor the jssue and track
atternpts to tackle any problems?

Scale of the problam

CCS chief executive Edward
Hardy says the only information
it has been able to gather about
the use of drugs and alcohol in
the industry comes from its

2016 research.

He says the prevalence of both
was identified as a concern by
the CCS - particularly with
regards to the number of workers
who had witnessed colleagues
under the influence.

Paul Jackson,whao is head of
impairment research at
innovation centre The Future of
Transport, suggests the lack of
data illustrates that drugs and
alcohol in construction isan
“under-represented issue” and
could be a “much greater problem
than is recognised”,

The Future of Transport aims
to support improvements to
transport systems. Dr Jackson
leads on researching the impact
that fatigue, stress, alcohol, drugs
and mental health difficulties can
have on worker performance -
including those in construction.

From his research and
experience, he suggests
canstruction workers could be
using drugs and alcohel as a form
of self-medication for site injuries
and musculoskeletal issues, the
latter of which are particularly
prevalent in the sector.

Between 2014 and 2017,3.5 per
cent of the industry’s workforce
suffered from a medical condition
they believe was caused or made
worse by their work, according to
the HSE, Musculoskeletal
disorders accounted for 65 per
cent of these cases.

“We know that musculoskeletal
disorders are much more
prevalent in construction,” Dr
Jackson says, “The nature of the
work is more likely to cause an
increased prevalence in back
injuries, neck injuries, shoulder
pains[...] and chronic pain

“What was most
disturbingisthat
theydidn’t think
drinking overlunch
and then working
was anissue”
CNRESEARCHRESPONDENT

problems, While I'm not sure
there is documentary evidence
to support the idea that people
are using [drugs and alcohol]
as a form of self-medication [...}
anecdotally,1 think this is very
much the case.”

How Is it monitered?

Drugs and alcohol policies vary
between different companies and
sub-sectors within the industry.

For example, it is a criminal
offence for workers to carry out
safety-critical works on a railway
under the influence of drugs and
alcohol, under Section 27 of the
Transport and Works Act 1992. 3t is
also an offence for employers to
fail to carry out all due diligence to
prevent workers from carrying out
works under the influence.

charles Russells Speechlys
partner Steven Carey says that,
while there is no law that says
construction companies working
on rail projects must carry out
drugs and alcohol tests on their
employees, it is “prudent to do so”
to avoid potental liability under
thisact,

A person found guilty of this
offence could find themselves in
prison for up to six months and/or
handed a fine of up to £5,000,he
explains. “It is sensible to include
at the veryleast a drugs and
alcohol policy, and potentially a
drugs and alcohol testing policy,
in order to prove that you have
attempted to prevent a drugs/
alcchol offence.”

Accordingly, major clients such
as HS2 and Network Rail instigate
regular drugs and alcohol testing,

Both carry out tests when a
worker is suspected of being under
the influence, or after a health and
safety incident has taken place.
Both conduct random testing
across their projects as well.

Throughout the wider
industry, Mr Hardy suggests
there has been a general increase
in the monitoring of drugs and
alcohol. “The vast majority of
companies now have policies and
procedures in place for dealing
with [it],which they didn't used
to,” he says.

Of the 6,000 sites, companies
and suppliers registered with
the CCS, Mr Hardy says it is “rare”
for the CCS to come across a
company that does niot have
drugs and alcohol guidelines in
place. He says larger construction
companies typically have “very
strict and thorough policies” such
as carrying out random drug tests
onsite,

But while the industry may
have become more rigorous in its
approach to regulation and
enforcement over recent years, CN
research indicates a culture of
drinking and drug-taking still
lingers within the industry.

One director of health and
safety at a major contractor,who
wishes to remain anonymous,
says 10 per cent of the drug tests
the company conducts are failed.

These failed checks typically
come back with a positive result
for cannabis, he says, pointing
out that these tests are usually
targeted to catch workers
already suspected of being
under the influence,

Knowledge about issues within
the industry is limited, the health
and safety director suggests. “Most
reputable contractors are doing
something about drugs and
alcohel,” he says. “But all we as
contractors know about drugs and
aleohol comes only from our
testing companies.”

First-hand accounts
Dozens of construction workers
have also given CN their accounts
of drug-taking and excessive
regular aleohol consurnption
being normalised in the industry.

One worker,who hasbeen in
the industry for more than 50
years, said the use of cocaine by
younger workers in particular has
increased over the past three to
four years in rural parts of Wales,
where he works.

He argues thatdruguseis
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P «10timesa bigger problem”
than alechol in the industry.
“There's always been a problem
with drink,” he says.

“But most of the lads I know in
construction in some way or other
are over-indulging in drugs. It
used to be cannabis, but its
cocaine mostly now”

He recently witnessed three
peuple being told to leave site
because they had failed their test.
“I would say test failures are more
drug-related than alcohol-related
now;” he says. “A lot of middle
management are engaging with
drugs as well”

Another worker says he has
witnessed workers under the
influence on every site he's
worked on, while anather recalls
seeing colleagues operating heavy
machinery after smoking
cannabis on site.

‘The head of a construction
department at a higher education
body tells CN there is an
increasing drug-taking culture
among the younger generation of
construction workers.

He adds that there have been
three occasions when he has had
to ask students to leave workshops
because they were under the
influence of alcohol.

“What was most disturbing is
that they didn’t think drinking
over their lunch break and then
working in that environment was
an issue,” he says.

Can enforcement improve?
Only robust annual data can
provide a fuller understanding
of drugs and alcohol use in
construction, but for now such
statistics do not exist.

Another way it could be tracked
is by analysing the number of
accidents or dangerous incidents
in which alcohol or drugs were a
contributing factor,

CN's Freedom of Information
request submnitted in August last
year led to the following response
for the HSE: “The Health and
Safety Executive’s systems do not
code incidents in a way that
allows records to be retrieved in
relation to whether drugs and
alcohol has been a contributing
factor in an accident that has
taken place on a site”
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One worker tells CNthey believe
drug use s a fastes-growing
prablem than alcohol

However, the anonymous
health and safety director claims
the HSE does not even ask
contractors for this information
in the first place, The issue is “not
on the HSE's radar”, he suggests,
adding that it “doesm’t really have
a handle” on the situation.

“But if there is a fatality on site
or something really serious has
happened, the question that
ought ta be asked is whether
anyone involved was under the
influence of a substance,” he adds.

CN has contacted the HSE fora
response to the allegations,

Dr Jackson points to another

“The HSE does

not codeincidents
[...] inrelationto
whetherdrugs and
alcoholhasbeena
contributing factor”

HSESTATEMENT

shortcoming in regulations and
enforcement: the reliability of
workplace testing kits,

“Iwhether] the way companies
are monitoring drugs and alcohol
through random testing is
effective is debatable,” he says.

Dr Jackson adds that one
challenge “hasn’t even been
considered yet”: the rise of new
psychoactive substances in the
market, sometimes known as
legal highs.

“will those tests detect a
synthetic new psychoactive
substance? Possibly not,” he says.

Companies’ Influence

As well as using drugs and alcohel
to self-medicate physical
ailments, Dr Jackson suggests
workers may be doing the same
for mental health problems.

CN research in July this year
revealed the scale of the challenge
in construction, with 57 per cent
of the workforce reporting that
they had experienced mental
health issues, while one in four
respondents said they had

““Are peopleusing
drugsand alcohol to
cope,oristheuseof
drugsand alcohol
causing mental
healthissues?”

PAUL JACKSON,
THE FUTURE OF TRANSPORT

contemplated suicide.

“It'sa chickenand egg
situation,” Dr Jackson says, “Are
people using drugs and alcohol to
help themn cope with mental
health issues, or is the use of drugs
and alcohol causing mental health
issues? it's a really complex issue.”

He is currently developing a
wellbeing programme with the
aim of getting companies to
recognise the impact theyasa
business can have on the mental
health of employees.

Many companies have put
education programmes in place to
help employees adopt healthier
lifestyles and reduce drug use
and drinking.

However, these programmaes
rarely look at the effects of shift
patterns on employees, Dr
Jackson adds, or the demands that
acompany's operational practices
place on individuals, which may
trigger mental] health issues.

“The key message here is that
it’s all very well to deal with the
conseqguences, but if you're not
addressing the underlying
cause, then you're just putting
a sticking plaster on a major
wound,” he says.

Based on Dr Jackson's
observations, coupled with
workers’ responses to CN's
research,drugs and alcohol could
be a bigger problem than some
companies currently think.

But with such a significant lack
of data on the scale of drug and
alcohol abuse, it is difficult to
accurately assess the situation -
or to judge how effectively the
industry is tackling problems
where they exist.

What do you think?

Comment online to Join the dabate
»yconstructionnews.ce.uk
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The UK’s alcohol consumption is declining - but is construction following
suit? In the absence of hard data, Binyamin Ali investigates the industry’s
drinking culture and discovers what companies are doing to change it

HEALTH & SAFETY
BINYAMIN ALl

A

Alcohol consumption in the UK is
going down.

Awareness campaigns led by
charities and the NHS, along with
a growing acceptance across
society that a balanced diet leads
to a healthier lifestyle, have all
played a part.

‘The latest data from the Office
for National Statistics found that
in 2016,56.9 per cent of the people
surveyed drank aleohol in the
week before they were questioned
by the ONS. This figure represents
a 7.3 per cent decline on 2005,
when the percentage stood at
64.2 per cent (see graph, p34).

The ONS alse found that the
proportion of people stating that
they do not drink alcohol at all
increased from 18.8 per cent to
20.9 per cent over the same period.
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When it comes to
construction’s relationship with
aleohol, however, there is little
historical data available to help
understand the trend, The Health
and Safety Executive, for example,
does not monitor whether alcohol
was a contributory factorin a
reported injury or fatality.

A 2016 Considerate
Constructors Scheme survey
sought to shed some light on the
issue, but this looked at the
prevalence of both drugs and
alcohol within the industry,
making it difficult to apply the
findings to discussions solely
around alcohol.

The lack of data and research
begs the question: what sort of
drinking culture does the
construction industry have?

*You followed the dirty feet’
“It goes back years that most
construction workers like to have
a beer after work, especially on a

Friday,” says Mark Collison,
operations manager at utilities
specialist Vision Survey.“When I
started in 1997,1 was on a site
where there was a pub next door
and a high percentage of people
would go and have a beerat
lunchtime,and they would be
there after work every night.”
Having entered the industry as
a trainee surveyor in the late 1990s,
Mr Collison says drinking during

“People arebeing
asked towork
tongerundermore
stress,sowhen
they leave work
[-..] theyhavea
short timescalein
which tounwind”

MICHELLE RICE, O'KEEFE

the day doesn't happen anymore
because workers would not be
allowed back on site. However, you
are still likely to see “pubs around
the sites in the evening and
certainly on a Friday [that have]
guys in there straight from [...]
finishing their shifts,” he adds.

McGee director John McGee
adds that the drinking culture
after work “isn't as severe as it
used to be”,and reiterates Mr
Collison's observation about
drinking during the day.

“There is a zero lunchtime
drinking culture,” Mr McGee says.
“When was the last time you
walked into a bar in London
during the working day and saw
somebody in a hard hat having a
pint? You won't see any. Thirty
years ago, they would have been
queueing up at the bar”

McGee director of health
and safety John Hennessy
adds: “All you had to do was
follow the dirty feet.”

constructionnews.co.uk/analysis




ONS figures show that as of
2016,29 million people in the
UK drank alcohol - just under
half of the population. Of these,
7.8m (26,8 per cent) said they
drank heavily.

Given that drinking continues
to be very much a part of Britain's

ONS ON DRINK

oi ONS
5 6 lg 0/0 SUTVely

respendents had consuined
alcohol the week before the
interview. This was down fram,

7.3%

frmiihe same figures in 2015

o of ONS
2 0.9 /0 curvey
respandentssaid they did not

diink alcohol at all, which was up
from 8.8 per cent 1 2005

constructionnews.co.uk/analysls

social fabric, the pub remains an
obvious choice of venue for teams
working together on site to
socialise after their shifts,

“You spend a lot of your time
with the same people or as part
of a gang, so you tend to forge
quite a good bond with them,” Mr
Collison says.“My background is
obviously surveying, but you'll end
up working with steel erecters
and cladding fixers - at the end of
the week you goand have a beer
because you form this bond.”

Understanding the causes

To prevent health risks, the
NHS recoinmends drinking

no more than 14 units per week
{a bottle-and-a-half of wine or
five pints of lager), spread across
three or more days.

When the job takes people
away from home and requires
thermn to stay at a hotel, however,
workers can become more likely
to exceed these guidelines. With

few places to go beyond the site
and their hotel roorn, “people’s
socialising or relaxation time
happens in a bar or a pub”, says
O’Keefe health and safetylead
Michelle Rice.

Another trigger that can lead
to increased consumption is
the number of hours people are
asked to work, and the amount
of pressure they are placed under.

“Industry programmes are
becoming tougher and more
ambitious in terms of the
timescales that people have to
complete buildings,” Ms Rice says.
“People are being asked towork
longer hours and to work under
more stress, so the reality is when
they leave work [...] they havea
very short timescale in which to
unwind and let go of the day”

This reduction in leisure time
can lead to some workers drinking
meore to speed up the process of
unwinding, Ms Rice suggests,
given alcohol’s popularity asa

iilt doesn’t
necessarily
correlate that just
because somebody
hasnotpassedan
alcochol testona
Monday that they
have mental health
issues, but certainly
itwouldbeaflag
and anindication”
MICHELLE RICE, O'KEEFE

relaxant.And if someone does fail
an alcahol test on site, this should
not simply be the start of a
disciplinary process, she argues.

“One of the things that I've
stipulated, and we'll be doing
going forward, is anyone who is
conducting a drug and alcohol
test, I believe should be a menta)
health first aider. It's a natural
point at which to start the
conversation,” she says.“It doesn't
necessarily correlate that just
because somebody has not passed
an aleohol test on a Monday that
they have mental health issues,
but certainly it would be a flag and
an indication.”

Both Ms Rice and Mr Collison
agree that the industry has taken
significant strides with regards to
mental health awareness, but add
that the link between alcohol and
mental health is not appreciated
as much as it ought to be.“T think
we're aware of it,” Mr Collison
says.“It’s easy to link thetwo, P
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“If somebody went
outand overdid it,
we’renot going to
givethemahard
time. We'drather
theydidn’tcome
intoworkand

we’d probably
congratulate them
fornot comingin”
JOHNMCGEE, MCGEE

> but I don't think enough is
being done to confirm that”

Ms Rice believes this is the
main reason people who conduct
drugs and alcohol tests should be
mental health first aiders,adding
that the time has come to “treat
them in a multifaceted way”.

What companies cando

With so many potential factors
behind the amount of alcohol a
worker may drink, does this place
maore responsibility on the
shoulders of employers to monitor
these triggers?

Mr Collison believes so. Taking
the example of someone who is
working on a job that requires
them to stay in a hotel, he
suggests it can be useful to be
aware of what people are eating
and drinking,

“You can't dictate what people
can and can't eat,” he says."[But]
because they claim back their food
and drink on expenses, they have
to submit a receipt - and we can
gauge that.If they have gone into
the pub and spent their allotted
money on a bag of chipsand 10
pints, then obviously it's different
to having a meal and one pint”

If companies notice any
unhealthy trends regarding a
worker’s drinking or eating habits,
Mr Collison suggests discussing
whether the hotel's location is
stopping them from finding
alternative places to eat, or
offering guidance on healthy
eating habits,

Ms Rice argues that employers
have a fine line to walk here.
While they will not want to be
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perceived as some kind of “nanny
state” by their workers, support
and guidance is still essental. “Is
probably more to do with us asan
industry, looking at the pressures
we're putting on people,” she says,

“Because if you have limited
time, you will reach for junk food.
If you have limited time to try to
relax from your day, you're more
likely to use something to speed
that up, which might weli be
alcohol. There are triggers that we
know could actually encourage
people to do more of the stuff you
wouldn't want them doing.”

Mr McGee and Mr Hennessy
add that, while employers should
seek to monitor these triggers,
they must not lose sight of their
duty to have a robust deterrence
policy in place,

“H52 is a good example, it's
excellent what they’re doing,”

Mr Hennessy says. “It doesn’t
ratter what your task is,whether
you're safety-critical or not: if
you're going to get a pass to work
on an HS2 project, you have to
have a medical. And part of your
induction is a drugs and alcohol
test. Even if you're visiting the
site,you'd have to do a drugs

and alcohol test”

Mr McGee adds that,although
workers may look to get around
this by making sure theyare not

under the influence during their
induction, random tests are also
used to offset this,

“If somebody is over the limit at
work, they could be sacked and
they are out of a job,” he says.
“This is not playground stuff; this
s, "You will not turn up to work
over the limit or else there will be
very serious conversations'”

True cultural picture

The repercussions of failing an
alcohol test are undoubtedly high,
and employers are increasingly
aware of the risks both to them
and their workforce of operatives
being under the influence,

However, McGee's Mr Hennessy
suggests that companies should
avoid adopting an overly
puritanical approach to how
workers conduct their social lives.

“If somebody went out and they
overdid it, we're not going to give
them a hard time the next day,”
he says.“We'd rather they didn't
come into work and if anything,
we'd probably congratulate them
for not coming in. We accept that
people go to christenings and
social functions”

On the key question of whether
there is too much drinking in the
sector, Mr McGee believes industry
workers are as aware as anyone
else of the potential harm alcohol

Those who drank
on 5 days or more

Those who do
notdrink

can do-and the wider benefits
of healthy diets.

“You see it on site, they all bring
in their own tupperware boxes
with salad and they’re eating
fruits,” he says. “There isn't a
single café on our sites that cooks
an English breakfast”

Ms Rice, however, says the
question is “difficult to answer”,
Many industry-specific factors,
such as tight deadlines and high-
pressure projects, “might actually
encourage people to drink more”,
she adds.

With the lack of robust
research making it difficult to
gauge exactly how much industry
workers drink, the picture of
construction’s relationship with
alcohol remains incomplete,

However, awareness of the
dangers among construction
firms is growing, reflected in the
conversations being had, the
changes to worker inductions, and
the random tests being conducted
on more and more sites,

This openness represents a
critical step towards
understanding and improving the
industry’s drinking culture.

CN: Best practice pieces
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