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WORKPLACE HEALTH AND SAFETY 

Compliance on Paper vs Safety in Practice 
When the file says compliant, but the workplace tells a different story 

A workplace can have an impressive health and safety file and still have serious hazards on the floor. Documents 

are important, but they should provide evidence that the safety system is working. They should not become a 

substitute for action. 

Documentation has a purpose 

Appointments, risk assessments, procedures, inspection records, training records and committee documents provide 

structure, accountability and evidence. They help an organisation record what was assessed, communicated, 

inspected, investigated and corrected. 

The problem begins when completing the document becomes the objective. A checklist marked 'OK' does not make 

damaged equipment safe. A signed appointment does not mean that the appointed person understands or performs 

the function. A training certificate does not prove that the safe method is being followed. A documented hazard is 

not controlled until suitable precautions are implemented. 

 

The document should support the control. The document is not the control. 

 

What the Occupational Health and Safety Act requires 

Section 8(1) of the Occupational Health and Safety Act 85 of 1993 requires an employer, as far as is reasonably 

practicable, to provide and maintain a working environment that is safe and without risk to employees' health. 

Section 8(2) makes this a practical duty. It includes safe systems of work, identifying hazards, determining and 

applying precautionary measures, providing the necessary information, instruction, training and supervision, 

ensuring compliance and enforcing required health and safety measures. 

Section 13 requires employees, as far as is reasonably practicable, to be made conversant with the hazards 

connected to their work and the precautions to be taken. Section 14 requires employees to take reasonable care, 

cooperate with the employer, obey lawful health and safety rules and report unsafe or unhealthy situations. 
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Legal compliance is not proved by the existence of a file alone. The workplace must show that applicable duties 

and precautions are being implemented and maintained in practice. 

 

The paper practice gap 

A paper-practice gap exists when the formal safety system says one thing, but the actual workplace shows 

something different. 

On paper: Emergency exits are checked. In practice: Stock is stored in front of an exit. 

On paper: Employees have been issued PPE. In practice: It is unsuitable, damaged, unavailable or not used. 

On paper: Daily machine checks are completed. In practice: An obvious damaged guard is repeatedly marked 'OK'. 

On paper: Employees attended training. In practice: They cannot explain or demonstrate the safe method. 

On paper: The hazard was reported and the action was closed. In practice: The hazard remains. 

 

Seven signs that compliance may exist mainly on paper 

1 Every checklist says OK 

Identical results month after month should invite closer examination, especially where conditions change or visible 

defects exist. Section 18 allows a health and safety representative to review the effectiveness of measures, identify 

potential hazards and inspect the workplace, plant, machinery, substances and safety equipment. 

Simple example: A representative marks every fire extinguisher as satisfactory. During a walkabout, one extinguisher 

is obstructed and another has damaged signage. The organisation should determine whether the inspection process 

is effective, not merely whether the form was submitted. 

2 Risk assessments no longer reflect the work 

Equipment, substances, layouts, staffing and work methods change. Section 8(2)(d) requires the employer, as far as 

is reasonably practicable, to establish the hazards attached to the work and determine the precautions required, 

including providing the means to apply them. 

Simple example: The assessment states that loads are moved mechanically, but employees regularly carry them 

manually because the equipment is unavailable. The documented assessment and the real task no longer match. 

3 Training is measured by certificates instead of understanding 

A certificate confirms that training took place. It does not, by itself, demonstrate that the employee understands and 

applies the precautions. Section 8(2)(e) refers to the information, instruction, training and supervision necessary to 

protect employees, as far as is reasonably practicable. 

Simple example: An employee has completed training for a hazardous task but omits a critical isolation step when 

asked to demonstrate the procedure. Further instruction, coaching or supervision may be necessary. 

4 People are appointed but do not perform the function 

A signed appointment is only the beginning. Where health and safety representatives are required and designated 

under section 17, their functions may include inspections, reviewing measures, identifying hazards, investigating 

complaints and making representations. Section 18(3) requires the employer to provide the facilities, assistance and 

training reasonably required and agreed upon for those functions. 

Simple example: A representative has a signed appointment but has never inspected the designated area and does 

not know how to report or escalate a hazard. 

5 Committee meetings happen but nothing changes 

Where section 19 applies, the committee must meet as often as necessary, but at least once every three months. 

The employer must consult with the committee on developing, maintaining and reviewing health and safety 

measures. Under section 20, the committee may make recommendations and must keep records of 

recommendations made to the employer and reports made to an inspector. 
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Simple example: 'Repair damaged flooring' appears at several meetings without a responsible person, suitable 

interim precautions, a completion date or verification. Repeating the item has not controlled the hazard. 

6 Incidents are investigated but causes are not corrected 

General Administrative Regulation 9 requires recordable incidents to be investigated, with findings entered in the 

prescribed record. The relevant records must be examined by the health and safety committee at its next meeting, 

where a committee exists, and the employer must ensure that necessary actions, as far as reasonably practicable, 

are implemented and followed up to prevent recurrence. 

Simple example: Three employees slip in the same wet area. Each form says, 'Employee reminded to be careful', but 

the source of the water, drainage, flooring and housekeeping arrangements are not examined. 

7 Procedures exist but employees use shortcuts 

A procedure can be technically correct but difficult to follow because equipment is unavailable, the layout has 

changed, time is unrealistic or supervisors tolerate deviations. Section 8 requires suitable precautions, the means to 

apply them, supervision and enforcement. 

Simple example: The procedure requires a suitable step ladder, but employees stand on chairs because the ladder is 

kept in another building. The unsafe action must be corrected, and the reason that the safe method is not readily 

available must also be addressed. 

 

Test the system and not only the paperwork 

During a management walkabout, select several items from the health and safety file and verify them in the 

workplace. 

Select one hazard assessment and observe the task as it is actually performed. 

Select one inspection record and inspect the equipment or area yourself. 

Select one training record and ask the employee to explain or demonstrate the precautions. 

Select one corrective action marked closed and physically verify the result. 

Select one emergency procedure and ask employees what they would do. 

 

This changes the focus from 'Show me the document' to 'Show me that it works.' 

 

Evidence should tell the same story 

In an effective system, the evidence connects. The hazard assessment identifies the hazard. The procedure explains 

the safe method. Training communicates it. Supervision reinforces it. Inspections test whether it is followed. Reports 

and investigations identify weaknesses. Corrective actions address them. Management and the committee follow up 

where applicable. The workplace confirms that the controls are in place. 

When these elements support one another, documentation becomes evidence of an operating safety system rather 

than a collection of forms prepared for an audit. 

 

A practical review for safety professionals 

1. Compare documents with actual work. Observe routine work, maintenance, breakdowns and periods of pressure. 

2. Speak to the people doing the task. Ask what makes the safe method easy or difficult to follow. 

3. Examine repeated findings. A recurring defect may show weak ownership, resources, supervision or verification. 

4. Allocate and track action. Record the responsible person, target date and suitable interim controls where needed. 

5. Verify before closing. Do not close an action only because an email was sent or a purchase order was raised. 

6. Review effectiveness. Confirm that the action reduced the risk and that the problem has not returned. 



Page 4 of 6 

A useful question for every document 

Ask: What should I be able to see happening in the workplace if this document is accurate and effective? If the 

answer cannot be demonstrated, investigate further. 

 

The key message 

Good documentation matters. It provides structure, continuity, accountability and evidence. Occupational health 

and safety, however, is achieved when hazards are identified, suitable controls are implemented, people understand 

what is expected, unsafe conditions are corrected and management verifies that the system works where the work is 

performed. 

Do not only ask, 'Are we compliant?' Ask, 'Can we demonstrate that our controls are working?' That is where paper 

compliance becomes safety in practice. 

 

How Top Compliance can assist 

Top Compliance assists organisations with occupational health and safety audits, HIRAs, procedures, corrective-

action guidance, committee support, emergency planning and practical training for health and safety 

representatives, managers and employees. 

Yours in Health and Safety | Top Compliance (Pty) Ltd 

 

Legal references 

Occupational Health and Safety Act 85 of 1993, as amended, particularly sections 8, 13, 14 and 17 to 20.  

General Administrative Regulations, 2003, particularly regulations 5 and 9.  

 

This newsletter provides general occupational health and safety guidance. It is not a substitute for legal advice or a 

site-specific assessment. Applicable regulations and incorporated standards must be considered for the activities and 

hazards present at each workplace. 

 

For more information, please contact us on info@topcompliance.co.za 

Yours in Health and Safety 

  
 

Occupational health and safety auditing and 
consulting 

Online safety shop 

     

Appointments, 
checklists and 

templates 
First aid equipment Signage Legal posters Safety Equipment 
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Courses offered by Top Compliance (Pty) Ltd 

ONLINE ACADEMY - https://academy.topcompliance.co.za/    

Occupational Health and Safety Courses Online 

Onsite 

Excluding 

travel 

Safety representative – Legal Liability  R980.00 R1300.00 

The Occupational Health and Safety Act & responsibilities of management – Legal Liability  R1250.00 R 1730.00 

Hazard Identification and Risk Assessment  R735.00 R875.00 

Food facility health & safety course in terms of R638  R735.00 R875.00 

Basic Ladder Safety Course  R735.00 R875.00 

Fire Fighting and Prevention Courses   

Fire Marshal - Basic firefighting  R735.00 R875.00 

Fire & Evacuation marshal - Basic firefighting with emergency action planning  R810.00 R950.00 

First aid   

Level 1 - US 119567 - Perform basic life support and first aid procedures – THEORY MODULE R400.00 - 

 

ONLINE ACADEMY - https://academy.topcompliance.co.za/  

Occupational Health and Safety Courses 

Safety representative – Legal Liability  

The Occupational Health and Safety Act & responsibilities of management – Legal Liability  

Hazard Identification and Risk Assessment 

Food facility health & safety course in terms of R638 

Basic Ladder Safety Course 

Fire Fighting and Prevention Courses 

Fire Marshal - Basic firefighting  

Fire & Evacuation marshal - Basic firefighting with emergency action planning  

 

ONSITE TRAINING 

First Aid Courses: 

Level 1 - US 119567 - Perform basic life support and first aid procedures 2 days 

Level 2 - US 120496 - Provide risk-based primary emergency care/first aid in the workplace  3 days 

Level 3 - US 376480 - Provide first aid as an advanced first responder  3 days 

Level 1 & 2 - US 119567 & 120496 3 days 

Level 1, 2 & 3 - US 119567, 120496 & 376480 5 days 

Level 2 & 3 - US 120496 & 376480 3 days 

Child and infant CPR & choking  6 hours 

Adult CPR & choking  6 hours 

Adult CPR & choking and AED 1 day 

Occupational Health and Safety Courses 

Safety representative – Legal Liability  1 day 

The Occupational Health and Safety Act & responsibilities of management – Legal Liability 1 day 

Hazard Identification and Risk Assessment 1 day 

Food facility health & safety course in terms of R638 6 hours 
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Basic Ladder Safety 6 hours 

Fire Fighting and Prevention Courses 

Fire Marshal - Basic firefighting  6 hours 

Fire & Evacuation marshal - Basic firefighting with emergency action planning  1 day 
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