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1: Employment Pathfinder Guide

Introduction
Probably the next major step after the start-up phase in the development of a rivers trust is the decision to employ a full-time person, perhaps supplementing their efforts with part-time staff or volunteers on a more regular and formal basis.

This set of pathfinder guides therefore covers some common issues related to employing people in rivers trusts for the first time.  

Employment Law 
The law relating to employment is extensive and, in many cases, complicated. Furthermore the penalties for making mistakes can be quite severe.  Three golden rules are therefore suggested:

· Treat employees equitably - thus avoiding discrimination

· Act in a firm but fair manner - be thoughtful, respectful and objective

· If in doubt, seek professional legal advice

For example, the recommended benchmark is to apply standard terms and conditions applying to all employees, whether full-time or part-time.  In the vast majority of cases employees in rivers trusts are hard-working and self-motivated, who only need mentoring and support, with “mutual trust” and “people matter” the enduring principles.  However, if less palatable action is required, professional legal advice should be routinely sought. 

Two websites suggested for employment reference are those of the DTI (www.dti.gov.uk) and Business Link (www.businesslink.gov.uk) 
Tax 
Her Majesty’s Revenue & Customs (HMRC) recognise the difficulties for new and established organisations in coming to grips with registering and deducting the correct amount of income tax (and National Insurance Contributions).  The simplest advice is probably to remember that “tax is tax” and not to try to deduce or interpret the tax position.  The best advice is probably to liaise closely with your external accountants and auditors, who will be familiar with the latest tax changes and issues, and can advise accordingly.

The HMRC website (www.hmrc.gov.uk) provides an excellent range of guidance for reference purposes and a degree of self-help.

Insurance
There is a statutory requirement for all employers to have Employers Liability insurance (minimum £10M cover) in place as soon as they employ. Policies are fairly standard and are often combined with public liability as a “Combined Liability” policy.  The benefit of a Combined Liability policy is that, in any potential grey areas related to injury, if the trust is not covered by one side, it will be covered by the other.  ART is seeking an umbrella policy for rivers trusts, but in the meantime the policy offered through British Trust for Conservation Volunteers and Zurich is worth pursuing if your insurance broker cannot provide a competitive premium.  ART’s broker is Aon, Bristol and an introduction will happily be made.

Health and Safety

Health and safety rules and regulations can be a daunting prospect, particularly with some of the “bad press” of over zealous interpretation. In essence, health and safety is applying common sense to prevent people being injured.  The problem is that common sense is less common than might be imagined. People do trip over when not looking where they are going, or bump into coffee tables when crossing a room at night without the light on!  Is this familiar?

The law requires employers to take all measures, as far as is reasonable and practicable, to take care of the health and safety of its employees (including volunteers) and those who may be in the vicinity of where they are working. 

ART has therefore adopted a set of guidelines for rivers trusts prepared previously for Westcountry Rivers Trust to cover the main hazards faced by rivers trusts. It has also prepared a formal health and safety policy statement and a simple organisation chart so that there is no confusion on health and safety responsibility. It believes that an appropriate health and safety induction process, with a copy of the guidelines etc. provided to each person, is an effective way of increasing awareness.  With rivers trusts generally employing few people and most working without direct supervision, the principles are to:

· Encourage a positive “if in doubt, don’t” and “think first: act second” culture towards health and safety. 

· Identify and assess risks; using familiarity and potential severity and frequency parameters as a guide. In practice, most risks are assessed and precautions taken during the thought process (e.g. crossing the road).  Less routine tasks will require a formal procedure (e.g. electro-fishing or working on water). A new situation may require a review from scratch (e.g. surveying a remote boggy upland area where there is no mobile phone reception). 

· Eliminate or reduce risk at source as far as practicable (e.g. no working in or near the river if it is in flood). Often personal protective equipment (e.g. a life jacket for working on water) is needed, but it should be seen as the item of last resort, not the first.

· Only use known competent people when using machinery etc. (e.g. using chain saws).

The Health and Safety Executive website (www.hse.gov.uk) provides detailed information on health and safety if required.
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