Abstract
Although most workers in the UK, including police support staff, came under the umbrella of the Health and Safety at Work Act 1974 from its enactment, police officers were not so protected until the Police (Health and Safety) Act 1997 was enacted in June 1998.  The police service has thus come into the arena of Health and Safety rather late in the day.
The perception of the author was that, although the organisation has made big strides in a relatively short time in order to comply with the letter of the law, the spirit has not been adequately communicated down to “street level”.  The Health and Safety Executive has prosecuted several forces for breaches of the legislation, and HSE figures show that, in the year 2001/02, over 3,000 police officers received injuries at work requiring at least 4 days absence from duty.  One of these was a fatality.
The aim of the research was, therefore, to discover whether or not operational police officers have sufficient skills and training to ensure their personal safety, and to produce recommendations for improvements if necessary.

In order to achieve this, two research questions and a research hypothesis were formulated, namely:

1. What is the understanding of operational constables and sergeants in respect of the application of Health and Safety legislation to them personally?

2. Have they received adequate initial and refresher training in the use and limitations of the various pieces of personal protective equipment with which they are supplied?

Hypothesis : Operational police officers do not have an adequate understanding of Health and Safety issues to ensure their personal safety in hazardous operational situations.

The research was, effectively, a case study of one metropolitan police force within the wider context of the whole UK police service. The legislation, reflected in present policies and practices at corporate level within this police force was contrasted against the understanding and practical application at “street level” by its operational officers. The comparison was made by examining the legislation now relevant to police officers and then obtaining information from the ‘end users’ through the use of questionnaires. 
The emphasis throughout was on the uniformed operational officers, as those that work in sedentary office environments are not exposed to conditions that are markedly different from workers in similar settings elsewhere. 
Comparisons were also made with workers from other environments where staff are required to work in hazardous situations which are outwith the immediate control of their employers, such as UK Fire and Ambulance personnel, Australian police officers and the US Army.

As a result of the research, it has been possible to make a set of recommendations, which, if implemented, will improve the understanding and practice of health and safety issues amongst operational police officers.  The principle concerns are an apparent lack of care in respect of the provision of appropriate protective equipment; and a general lack of training and / or communication to the operational officers regarding both their responsibilities and the correct use of the equipment.  
