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Workplace Health and Safety is an important issue in all professional industries. It is the responsibility of everyone within the organization to maintain a safe workplace, by adhering to any rules and regulations employed by the organization.


First aid, fire safety and management of threats, whether external or internal, are all areas which should be observed by the company. Companies are legally required to have procedures that deal with their control and ensure staff/public management guidelines, during the event of such an emergency. Everyone in a company should follow such procedures – providing not only for their own safety, but that of all others around them.


Fire safety is one of the most important issues in Workplace Health & Safety. Given its capacity to endanger and take so many lives, elevates this risk to the top of the ladder. Companies are legally required to devise a fire safety protocol and evacuation procedure, and instruct all employees on how to follow them.

A fire/area warden should be appointed and instructed of his/her duties, in the event of a fire. The warden’s duties are to:

-
Raise the alarm, if none has been sounded.

-
Contact the fire brigade and switchboard.

-
Conduct staff in checking for the presence of a fire within their area.

-
Direct staff and patient and evacuation of area, upon confirmation of fire presence.

-
Roll calls should be conducted, within the assigned area. These ensure everyone, who was in that warden’s assigned area is accounted for.


Included is an example of a floor plan. [Refer to Appendix I] This displays the evacuation route of the area, in this case, the oral health wing. Also included are the exits and the positions of the fire fighting equipment.


Accidents in the workplace are, unfortunately, a commonplace occurrence. Thus workplaces must carry first aid kits kept on site. Staff members should also be trained in basic first aid procedures.


The workplace Health and Safety (miscellaneous) Regulation; 1995, states that workplaces should carry ready-to-use equipment and first and facilities, as required. The suggested content of first aid kits was published in the advisory standard in December 1998. (Refer to Appendix III) The kit should have a white cross on a green background displayed clearly on the outside of the container. All non single-use equipment has to be cleaned and disinfected/ sterilized after use.


Health care workers should be provided with first aid training, due to the close proximity to the public and nature of their work. The level of first aid training required by dental assistants is a senior first aid certificate. At any given time, during the course of duty, there should be a health care worker with a senior first aid certificate, present on site.


Radiation exposure in the dental care environment is a common occurrence. Although the amounts are much smaller than other medical fields, care is taken to reduce exposure even further.


By lowering the emission of x-rays, we protect ourselves, team members and the dental patients. This can be achieved in a number of ways. Collimating or limiting the x-ray beam. Filters can be used for removing long wave rays (non-useful), and ensuring the right kilo voltage is selected. People outside the surgery’s perimeter can be protected by remaining at a safe distance. The surgery walls may be constructed with some kind of –ray absorbent material, such as a millimeter of lead or barium sulphate.


Exposure to patients can be minimized in a couple of ways. The positioning of the patient allows radiography results to be consistent. The position needs to be uniform unless aligning devices are used. The use of film holders is recommended to help stabilize the shot, and thus reduce the need for retakes – further exposure to the patient. Lead aprons/protective drapes should be used not only to greatly minimize the exposure to areas outside the x-ray zone, but also as assurance to the patient. Thyroid collars should be used, likewise, to protect the thyroid area from radiographic exposure. 


In regards to pregnant women, dental radiography can still be performed at any time during the pregnancy period, provided the equipment is properly shielded and the proper collimation is used. Radiography in children should be carefully assessed and performed only if needed. Providing appropriate measures are taken to protect the child from as much radiation as possible. The use of lead aprons and thyroid collars should be used as required.


Like patients, radiation exposure to dental staff should be kept as minimal as possible. Under no circumstance should any staff member remain in the room during the irradiation procedure, whether to assist a patient or simply for testing of equipment purposes. Holding of the x-ray film should only be performed either by the patient, or by a person non-occupationally involved with radiation. Wherever possible, the dental film should be fixed in position, through the use of a holder. When the need to hold a child or an incapacitated patient arises, restraining devices should be used. If a parent is called upon to assist, they should be provided with protective aprons. 

Finally, radiation exposure to staff, patients and other individuals should be heavily reduced by the use of distance, structural shielding, and protective equipment.


Safety signs are a requirement throughout any workplace, where required, to aid in the guidance of staff to certain precautions and/or avoiding hazards. These come in a variety of shapes, colours and sizes and display varied messages.


Throughout the dental surgery and clinical environment, there can be observed a number of safety signs. Signs for instructing correct seating posture for the operator, as well as the assistant alike. Warning label signs, such as the clinical waste symbol on waste bins. Signs indicating the irradiating area, for x-ray taking and the storage area of chemicals. These are all signs to be observed in a dental care environment.


If insufficient or inadequate numbers of/ signs are displayed throughout the workplace, unwary staff members and/or the public may misconduct themselves and cause injury.


To prevent staff and client endangerment, the work environment should display safety measures/warning signs wherever possible and/or appropriate. These help enforce the safety of both employees and clients alike.


Should an accident occur, the nearest supervising staff member should be informed and an incident report [see Appendix II] should be filled out. The incident needs to be reported within 24 hours of the time of occurrence. The reports should be filled out truthfully and accurately to ensure rehabilitation officers have all relevant information to provide staff members with correct options. These can also be useful for legality issues as well. If the incident occurs during a heinous act, the authorities may wish to see the report for information detailing the event.

Within any working environment, there are safe practices taught to staff, to help prevent workplace-related injuries and illness. One example is safe lifting technique – taught to prevent back and other injuries, whilst lifting large and/or heavy objects. Personal protective equipment should be provided to ensure staff members which require coming into contact with harmful substances/ dangerous objects are unharmed. Safe handling of contaminated objects, by-products and the use of chemicals and poisonous substances should be carried out with protective equipment.


The safe disposal of contaminated waste is just one of the various practices employed to ensure the safety and health of staff members. Things such as waste amalgam and lead lining from x-ray packets must not be disposed of into general waste bins. Clinical or contaminated waste such as blood-soaked gauze and extracted teeth must be placed into the clinical waste bins provided within the workplace.


Sharp disposal is another issue which dental staff should to be aware of. All single-use sharps, such as syringes, cartridges and slow-speed burs are to be disposed of immediately after their use. Sharps containers should provided by the employer, throughout the workplace, to ensure these are readily accessed. During use; sharps should be placed into a waste-bowl, separate from other waste. This allows the dental assistant to dispose these items without direct contact. Items which protrude from the bowl should, instead, be disposed directly into the sharps container.


Dealing with needles is a common task within the dental environment. They are used to administer anaesthetic, as well as irrigating tooth structure during dental procedures. While irrigation-tips are blunt-ended, the anaesthetic needles are sharp, and fine-gage, thus easily penetrate exposed flesh. All needle tips should be disposed of into the provided disposal-device. If, however, they need to be re-sheathed for further use, the single-handed Bayonet technique should be employed, to prevent sharps-injuries.

The method goes as follows:

-
Cap is placed on tray

-
Without holding the cap, place needle inside

-
Once tip is inside, the cap can be grasped and clicked into position.

Once the needle tip is no longer required, it should be disposed of immediately, by the user, into the nearest sharps container.


Most work-related back injuries are due to poor work practices enacted by the employee, and insufficient/inadequate training provided by the employer. Factors which contribute to injuries in the dental practice are incorrect seating posture and manual handling of large and/or heavy objects. Other causes are repetitive work and vibration.


By crouching and bending at the knees, instead of bending over the object, places the pressure on the leg muscles, rather than the spinal discs. Employees should ask for help when faced with a heavy object, or piece of equipment. Attempting to lift it alone could result in serious injury. Heavy items should never be lifted from above shoulder height. These are some of the key ways in which one can avoid back and other injuries when lifting and handling objects in the workplace.


Incorrect sitting technique is the second major cause of work-related back injuries. Not employing correct seating posture during work can not only cause back problems, but also aggravate existing injuries.

This can be avoided by:

-
Maintaining an upright position by keeping the back of the chair straight.

-
Using foot support, feet planted firmly on the ground.

-
Bending at the hips when leaning forward as opposed to curving and bending the back.


Work related stress is a serious problem which can affect worker’s physical and mental health. Stress can arise from a number causes. Things like excessive overtime, pressure at work, interpersonal conflicts and tensions and monotonous but demanding work are all major causes. Different people react to stress differently. Some tend to work better, seeing as a challenge of sorts. Others manage to bear and cope with it until it reaches an unbearable level. In the circulatory system, stress can cause problems such as hypertension, coronary heart disease and angina. It can also cause problems in the digestive system, like ulcers and colitis. These are some of the main negative effects which stress causes in workers. 


Stress can be dealt in a variety of ways, such as team support, providing variety to an employee’s routine and ensuring employees take due breaks.


Encouraging employees to come forward and talk to a superior about their problem or their state allows them to dispel tension, and be provided with advice and encouragement, ensuring they do not feel alienated in their condition and providing them with support from a higher point. 


Allowing staff to change a routine with another employee is another way of tackling stress. By changing the environment, the employee can get incentive and allow them to focus on a new task, distracting them from the initial cause of stress.


Workplace meetings are a good way in which staff members can discuss their problems with other employees and relate to one another. This again, stops the employees from feeling alienated, and helps create a support network on which they can turn to if they need help. They can also be a minor form of socialising within the workplace, creating bonds, and providing relief from stress through their enjoyment of company.


Rest breaks should be provided to staff allowing for adequate meal-times. Morning tea, lunch, afternoon tea and dinner should all be allocated accordingly, depending on the hours worked. Breaks also give the employee the chance to sit and relax. This also provides change in environment, getting away from the routine and stress of work. This, in turn, allows the employee to recover and helps reinstate alertness and attentiveness, one they return to the tasks assigned.

Note: Revised 5th January 2007
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