
Safe as houses
Getting the property
safety basics right

Things to think about if you

own or rent where you work

or store stuff

If you rent…
If you rent – from a shop through a
storage unit to a treatment room – you
need to be clear with your landlord
about who is responsible for what.
Think about things like fire alarms,
lighting, cleaning and getting rid of
waste – it will be down to what and
where you’re renting. You also need to
think about communal areas that may
be the landlord’s responsibility, or

perhaps a fire exit that’s shared with a
neighbouring business. Have a look at
your contract and ask if you’re not
sure. It’s also worth checking who is
responsible for maintenance in your
area and services that might run
through it – if a pipe leaked would it
be you or your landlord that would
have to get it repaired? If you wanted
to change the layout of your area you
would need to check with your
landlord. The changes you want to
make could affect the existing fire
precautions or even disturb asbestos in
the walls or ceilings if, for example,
your plans include drilling to put up
partitions.

If you rent a treatment room, you may
only rent it for part of the week and
share the space with others, so find
out who is responsible for what. Even
simple things like responsibility for
changing light bulbs or fixing the
power if it fails needs to be agreed
before things go wrong. Will you have
your own secure store for your
supplies? 
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You should also ask your landlord
about asbestos. Even though it‘s been
banned, it could be in ceiling tiles,
boarding, cistern tanks or walls. If
asbestos is left undisturbed it’s fine and
won’t harm you or your clients. If it’s
disturbed it can be a problem – even
minor alterations like drilling into the
walls or rerouting a cable could release
the fibres. Check with the landlord to
make sure you won’t be disturbing any
asbestos – ask them for a copy of the
asbestos survey.

If you own…
As a property owner, you’ll obviously
have a lot more direct responsibilities.
You’ll need to make sure your property
complies with the Fire Regulatory
Reform Order, depending on what you
use your property for and what you
store there – if you’re not sure of what
to do, contact your local fire authority
to find out. You’ll need to make sure
that your insurance company is happy
with what business you’re running from
your property – they may request a
smoke alarm, fire extinguishers and
better security. If your business is bigger,
or more complex, or you’re not
confident in your own experience, it
may be worth getting a property
maintenance company to look after
your day-to-day needs with fixtures,
fittings and utilities – even emergency
cover. You could also take out specific
emergency insurance cover.

There is always the possibility of
asbestos in your building if it’s a
certain age (generally built before
2000) so if there’s a chance it could
contain asbestos, get a survey done.
The survey could form part of your
pre-purchase survey – or you could
find that a previous owner has already
commissioned a survey that you can
look at.

If you work out of your
own home… 
If you rent your home and work out of
it, you need to check that your sort of
work is allowed in your tenancy
agreement, then think about the
points in the rest of this section. 

If you own your own home and use it
for your work, there may still be
restrictions on what type of business
you can run. For example, some deeds
prohibit fish and chip shops.

Your home will be considered a place
of work. You need to make sure it
complies with the regulations covering
what you do for work – if you’re not
sure contact your local environmental
officer through the local authority.
You’ll also need to check with your
home insurance provider to make sure
the new use is covered by your policy –
many insurers will add different
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clauses to your policy, depending on
what you do. You’ll probably need
public liability insurance in case your
work activity affects others – not just
your customers, but neighbours or
members of the public too.

Depending on what type of business
you’re running from your home, it could
be worth letting your neighbours know,
to avoid conflict over issues like parking.

You may have to arrange for special
waste collection – for example, if
you’re an acupuncturist, you would
have biohazard sharps waste that will
need to be kept securely and collected
by a specialist waste contractor.

If you end up producing a lot of
combustible waste you may need more
frequent collections than a regular
household – a big build-up of rubbish,
especially stacked next to a building, is
a tempting target for an arsonist. 

If you use your own car for your
business then you’ll need business use
insurance – otherwise it will be
uninsured for work and could even be
confiscated by the police. This applies
if you’re driving on your own, or
driving colleagues or staff.



If you have somewhere
to store stuff…

If you or your team work out and
about in different places or sites or at
clients’ or customers’ homes, you may
have somewhere to store your
materials, stock or equipment – maybe
a lock-up, yard, industrial unit or an
outbuilding at home.

You need to make sure that where you
store things is right for what you’re
storing and how you store it – for
example, don’t store solvents, paints or
chemicals in a basement, as the
ventilation could be poor. Think about
whether materials like blocks, bricks,
timber, pipes, or sacks of raw products
are stored properly so they won’t fall. If
you store chemicals in bigger quantities
then you may need ‘bunding’ – spillproof
trays or outer containers to contain what
you’re storing – so they don’t
contaminate the ground if they leak.

Focus on fire
Protection from arson or vandalism is
well worth considering. For example,
think about where you put your bins,
pallets or ladders – don’t make access
too easy for criminals.

It’s always difficult to restart a business
after fire has destroyed your stock or
equipment – a shocking 70 per cent of
businesses don’t recover after a major
fire.

You can get fire-resistant cabinets for
some things, usually flammable liquids
such as solvents or gloss paints. Make
sure combustible waste is cleared away
regularly and that waste skips or bins
are either not accessible to passers-by or
aren’t next to combustible storage. 

If you store your stuff at home, think
about smoke alarms, and self-closing
doors. If you’re storing flammable
liquids, building and safety regulations
and insurance companies may require
you to have a self-closing 30-minute

fire-resistant door between the storage
area and other areas of the building.
Most domestic doors can be rated for
30-minute protection (check if you’re
not sure) and you can get a self-closing
mechanism from most hardware shops.
You may also need to increase the
ventilation – for example with an open
secure grill – to stop the build-up of
fumes.

It’s best to check exactly what you need
for your line of work from your fire
officer, environmental health officer or
the Health and Safety Executive.

Sheds and storage garages should be a
suitable distance from the main
building to help cut down the chance
of fire spreading.

If your storage is in an area where
there have been problems, you may
want to use a self-contained postbox,
so vandals can’t post lit materials
through the door.

What’s mine is mine
Your kit and stock are valuable to you so
make sure everything is properly insured.
Once you start using stuff for work it
may not be covered by your domestic
insurance policy – check with your
insurance provider if you're not sure.

You’ll need to make sure your storage
is secure and that only people you
trust can get into it:
- you don’t want people stealing
your equipment or stock 

- you don’t want people, especially
children, messing with your
equipment or stock – they could
harm themselves or cause damage
if they don’t understand the risks.

It does what it says on the tin
Make sure that everything is stored
properly   – check the manufacturer’s
instructions. Don’t store incompatible
substances together – for example
oxidising agents (like hydrogen peroxide,
a bleaching and cleaning agent) and
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flammable agents (like solvents, ethanol
or petrol). If you’re not sure, ask your
supplier or the manufacturer.

Label things properly so people know
what is where, especially if you’ve
decanted liquids or powders into other
containers.

If you’re storing, mixing or pouring
chemicals the area must be well
ventilated.  

Don’t forget lighting – it’s easy to see
where everything is in the lighter
months, but during winter it can be
very dark in working hours and you
need good lighting to see around your
storage area, so you can check your
stock and its condition, and avoid
tripping or wasting time trying to find
things in the dark.

Keep it tidy
It’s common sense to keep your
storage area tidy – it’ll save time and
also makes the area safer:
- you can easily find what you’re
looking for

- you – or your employees if you
have them – can move around the
storage area safely without slipping
or tripping up 

- you can keep an eye on your stock,
so you don’t run out of things or
over-order

- you could reduce damage to stock.

If you work at customers’
houses…
If your work takes you to different
people’s homes, you need to think
about who and what could be harmed
because of your job. If you use
chemicals you may want to carry them
in a leakproof box so if there is a spill,
it doesn’t go over you, your client or
anyone else – for example, their
children, pets or property.

At the end of the job, if you create any
waste or debris you need to clear it
away – this is part of ‘doing the job
well’ for your client and also cuts the
risk of slips and trips. If you’re
transporting things like leftover paint
tins, debris or hardcore you may need
a permit from the Environment Agency
to transport them, even in very small
quantities – check it out at
www.environment-
agency.gov.uk/business/topics/waste/
default.aspx.

And if you’re on your
own…
If you routinely work on your own,
think about how you’d call for help,
who would know where you were and
when you’d be expected back.

If you’re working with a client in a
one-to-one situation, think about what
you would do if things went wrong,
for example they:
- approached you inappropriately
- became angry 
- became ill
- had an adverse reaction to a
treatment.  

Download ‘Going it alone’ for tips on
safe lone working. The one page guide
is available along with specific business
guides at www.iosh.co.uk/safestartup.
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