Letter to Branches
	No.  763/06
	Ref E2
	Date:  10 November 2006 


To:  All Branches

Dear Colleagues

Acoustic Shock - Acoustic Safety Programme (ASP) - Update and Progress Report
                                     
ASP Background

As Branches will know, the Acoustic Safety Programme (ASP) initiative was launched in 2004 by the Call Centre Management Association with support from the Department of Trade & Industry (Dti) and Communications Workers Union (CWU). The Acoustic Safety Programme (ASP) was designed and developed by ASP Project Director David Lilly and the CWU Health, Safety & Environment Department accepted an invitation to become involved in the Acoustic Safety Programme and in line with the pursuance of our Conference Policies established with Motion 101 (2000) and 114 (2001), the CWU has become fully involved supporters of the ASP and I am pleased to be able to report to Branches and members on the important campaigning work undertaken by the ASP organisation this last year on the issue of 'Acoustic Shock' an issue of vital importance to so many CWU members employed in the Call Centre Industry and others who's jobs involve call handling and headset wearing.
 

Since its launch, The Acoustic Safety Programme (ASP) initiative has been supported by the Call Centre Management Association (CCMA), the European Confederation of Contact Centre Organisations (ECCCO), Health and Safety Executive (HSE), Dept of Trade and Industry (Dti),  Trades Union Congress (TUC), Simpson Millar Solicitors, Institute of Acoustics (IOA), the National Physical Laboratory (NPL), CCMA Australia, TCO Standards Agency in Sweden  and a number of various Communications Equipment Manufacturers. Recently the Programme has gained further support from the Royal National Institute for the Deaf (RNID), the Institute of Occupational Health and Safety (IOSH) and Call Centre Focus Magazine (CCF).
 

The Acoustic Safety Programme is the World’s leading public-private health & safety initiative for the awareness, development and provision of knowledge on noise related sickness and injury in both call centre and office environments caused through telephone and headset use. The Programme has an independent team of highly skilled and experienced specialists working in the fields of acoustic shock syndrome, noise interference and noise at work. The ASPs objectives, working with partners from Government, Unions and Industry, is to provide practical knowledge, provide the best possible method of sharing experience and to create awareness and gain wider recognition of acoustic shock by UK industry through information sharing, research, publicity, training and active support to ensure an increasing level of understanding and safety from the health risks of acoustic shock and to identify and utilise new equipment designed to reduce the Acoustic Shock hazard in the call centre workplace. 
ASP Website

A website was set up by the ASP, bringing together crucial information from a wide range of industry experts, government bodies, trade unions and call centre organisations to create a repository of information on Acoustic Shock and Noise at Work (www.acousticsafety.org) which also provides legal and medical information, as well as downloadable examples of the noise incidents that may cause Acoustic Shock Syndrome.
 
Publicity & Lifting the Profile of Acoustic Shock  

The ASP has been successfully actively aiming to lift the profile of acoustic shock and keeping the issue in the public eye by issuing regular press statements and news articles as part of the campaign to generate interest in the risk from the causes and effects of acoustic shock and noise interference, pressing home the need for Call Centre employers to better understand the issue and as a result protect their workers. 
 
Health and Safety Lord Hunt 

A successful first ever Acoustic Safety Conference was held last November at the National Physical Laboratory (NPL) in Teddington, London and was opened by the Minister for Health and Safety Lord Hunt who made the most positive government public statement so far on Acoustic Shock when he said "I want to stress the importance of controlling noise at work and protecting the hearing of Britain's one million call centre workers." "Taking action early can prevent these problems and the most important advice for call centres is to have a traceable reporting system for headset users, and that headsets should have built-in protection against high noise levels."
 

Health and Safety Executive Statement
The ASP have from day one endorsed the HSE Acoustic Shock Guidelines which were placed on the ASP web site in 2005 and following ASP representations to the HSE earlier this year the HSE Noise and Vibrations Department released their latest Guidelines and updated position on Acoustic Shock when Robert Vaughan, HSE, Noise and Vibration Programme Manager issued a statement on 31st August 2006 as follows " Employers have a duty to protect the health and safety of their employees from workplace risks, those who create the risks are best able to manage them. HSE seeks a reduction in the incidence of workplace injuries and ill health generally, but recognises the need for employers to act proportionately and focus on those risks that cause greatest harm or affect the greatest number first. Proper management of workers' health at work may well require access to competent occupational health support. HSE's advice to employers is that acoustic shock incidents should be treated in proportion to the harm that they cause and the risk that they represent in their workplaces. Operators should be trained to recognise such incidents and how to report them. Employers have a duty under RIDDOR to report work-related injuries, including those that result in a person being unable to carry out their normal work for more than three consecutive days. Organisations that operate call centres should follow this advice and keep up to date with developments in this field. HSE welcomes further research to build a better understanding of the types of acoustic shock incidents that lead to symptoms and to raise awareness of procedures to manage risks." (See attached HSE Acoustic Shock Guidelines)
 
UK's first ever "National Definition of Acoustic Shock in Telephone and Headset Users"  
Following last November's Acoustic Safety Conference at the NPL HQ, an "ASP-NPL" Research Partnership was set up funded by jointly by the ASP, NPL and the DTI and in May the research partnership announced the completion and release of the UK's first ever "National Definition of Acoustic Shock in Telephone and Headset Users”. This very important development now for the first time places Acoustic Shock firmly on the map as defined by a group of experts in their field, and it is now very difficult to deny the existence of the phenomenon and its affects. The definition is as follows:- 
 

"AN ACOUSTIC INCIDENT IS A SUDDEN, UNEXPECTED, NOISE EVENT WHICH IS PERCEIVED AS LOUD, TRANSMITTED THROUGH A TELEPHONE OR HEADSET - ACOUSTIC SHOCK IS AN ADVERSE RESPONSE TO AN ACOUSTIC INCIDENT RESULTING IN ALTERATION OF AUDITORY FUNCTION". 
 
This definition is based upon currently available evidence and has been studied, authored and approved by a leading body of medical, scientific and engineering experts in the field of acoustics working together as the ASP-NPL Research Advisory Board. (See attached ”ASP-NPL" "National Definition of Acoustic Shock in Telephone and Headset Users" document). 

ASP-NPL Acoustic Research Partnership
The National Physical Laboratory and Acoustic Safety Programme have joined forces to create the UK's first research and testing organisation focusing specifically on health & safety risks associated with exposure to noise via telephone systems.
Predominantly this partnership will look at the effects of long-term exposure to noise through telephones as part of a person's working life. The research work will commence in the call centre environment and take in other working arenas in due course.
The research partnership was launched by Lord Hunt, Minister for Health & Safety and Permanent Under Secretary for the DWP and Dr Richard Barham, Senior Scientific Researcher Acoustics, NPL at the Acoustic Safety Conference held on 7th & 11th November 2005 and focused on the following campaigns:
· The first 'National Definitions of Acoustic Shock', its psychological and physiological symptoms and any possible mitigating solutions 
· A qualified and impartial test of the protective and sound quality capabilities of telephony equipment and personal sound delivery systems leading to the publication of a Government and Union endorsed 'Independent Telephony Equipment Report' 
· A widespread National study into the cause and effect of noise interference and acoustic shock occurring via telephone systems, leading to a 'National Acoustic Safety Study Report' for the consideration of technology, health and legislative measures   
 

NPL Independent Equipment Testing  

The ASP have launched a new ‘ASP-NPL Independent Telephony Equipment Testing Programme’ with arrangements made for the NPL to undertake a programme of "Independent Equipment Testing" - of all call centre equipment with the view of producing a report of on Headsets and in-line noise filters etc. 
The full report will be available to the international market and published in various languages. In July 2006 ASP decided to invite and show-case the market’s leading acoustic safety solutions providers in personnel telephony equipment, technology design and equipment management systems aimed at office and call centre applications. All Manufacturers of equipment have been invited to submit their products for testing and currently being tested in the first phase of laboratory tests on headsets and in-line devices are:- AVI, Clement Clarke Communications, Fulcrum Voice Tech, Plantronics, Polaris, Altesys, Sennheiser Communications, GN Netcom, Soundsheild, Voice Active and Tecteon products. The ASP Website has set up a Technology Testing and Solutions Profile Pages - where a reference to each product being tested with a product profile and news rating based on performance, function and safety directly benchmarked against the manufacturer product claims, specifications and marketing statements will be published. By the end of the year, the first reports should be available to the public via the ASP on-line publications site at www.acousticsafety.org 
 
Call Centre Focus (CCF) Magazine
Please see attached article from the September issue of CCF Magazine. The ASP now has a series of articles coming up in ongoing CCF issues; October, November and December. ASP will also be providing news items to BBC Radio and TV (inc’ BBC Scotland – re ASP Conf’ 2006, Glasgow) as well as the Times and Daily Mail. 
(See attached article from the September issue of CCF Magazine)
Acoustic Safety Programme 2nd Annual Acoustic Safety Conference 

The ASP has announced the details of its 2006 Annual Acoustic Safety Conference, which this year will take place at the Scottish Exhibition and Conference Centre (SECC) in Glasgow 27 and 28 November (one of the most prestigious venues in the UK).

The 2006 Conference promises to be an even bigger event than last year covering - Noise in the Workplace and Legislation, Acoustic Safety Programme/National Physical Laboratory Research into the Cause and Effects of Noise Interference, ASP/NPL Equipment Testing. 

The conference programme will be over two days with expert speakers plus seminars and exhibitions giving practical advice on the problems affecting hearing in call centres. 

The Conference will incorporate all the up to date knowledge and information relating to the well being of communications users, who are subjected to noise and acoustic interference through communication systems. The impact of noise on health is a priority in all environments and there are specific risks that are recognised in the communication sector, such as acoustic shock syndrome. 

The programme identifies, explains and de-mystifies these risks, giving you the tools to implement Best Practice within Call Centres. Leading experts will cover topics ranging from Noise Legislation to Human Factors. 

The event will allow organisations to consider how training and knowledge sharing will benefit businesses, review new technology and healthcare solutions. The event will also  look at reporting practices and employee training as well as give those attending ample opportunity to field questions to the experts in their fields.  

(See Attached Conference Agenda/Programme).
 
ASP report that s a result of last years first ASP Conference:- 
· More employers and call centre staff are aware of the current facts on the causes and effects of acoustic shock and noise interference at work, specifically where it relates to telephony operatives in the call centre environment 
· Employers are aware of their responsibilities and the laws that apply to the health & safety of employees where noise at work and equipment are concerned 
· Employers are taking action to assess the risks from noise in Call Centre environments 
· Employers are introducing traceable reporting systems, training and awareness programmes 
· Employers are aware of and able to access through the Acoustic Safety Programme initiative the technology, occupational health and training solutions available to prevent and treat the risk and its symptoms 
The Conference aims are for delegates to receive:
· The ability to understand and describe the basic causes and effects of acoustic shock, the likelihood of its occurrence in their organisation, and the possible injury to your call centre operatives. 
· The opportunity to be their organisation's knowledge base, having received the very highest quality Awareness & Training, delivered by the world's leading Acoustic Shock Experts, Research Institutes and Health & Safety Specialists 
· The ability to advise their organisation with full knowledge and documentation relating to HSE, Insurance & Union Guidelines, delivered by: Key Note Speakers from these sectors 
· The ability to advise their organisation on the relevant Reporting and Claims Procedures, Policy Statements, etc which will be delivered by the industry professionals that helped to shape them 
· Have a first hand working knowledge of Acoustic Shock & Noise Limitation, Monitoring & Recording Devices delivered by the world's leading Manufacturers 
· Grant their organisation access to Occupational Health Support and Victim Treatment guidance, thus improving staff relations and working conditions and attrition rates 
· Ensure that the education and awareness programme is sustained by their organisation having an introduction to an Acoustic Shock e-learning provision for Operators & Managers (different levels) 
· Make available to their organisation the world's only Post Event - Acoustic Shock Protection Solutions, Services and Support enabling a complete and compliant call centre health check for potential acoustic shock and acoustic damage 
This year's 2006 ASP Annual Conference will include: 
· Key note speakers from Government, Union and Industry 
· Leading specialist presenters from; 
· scientific research 
· medicine (Biopsychosocial specialists)  
· health & safety 
· DSP engineering 
· hygiene  
· Noise Legislation Reviewed and Explored 
· Acoustic Shock Syndrome – An expert view 
· The Human Factors  (Biopsychosocial aspects) 
· Research Projects and Technology Reviews  
· The “We Care about Hearing Campaign” 
· Solutions Exhibits 
· The World's First “Independent Telephony Equipment Reports” 
· For further Conference information go to: http://www.acousticsafety.org/?id=conevent 
 

IMPORTANT NOTE: The Acoustic Safety Programme Conference Organisers have agreed to make available 30 free of charge places for senior CWU Representatives with an interest in Call Centres, wanting to attend the conference (including luncheon and refreshments) as the ASPs special guests at NO cost (instead of the £59 per day fee for ASP member organisations). These places will be offered on a first come, first served basis. The places must be booked online at http://www.acousticsafety.org/?id=eventbooking and enter the code 'ASC99' which will generate a receipt, invoice for 1p and confirmation. There is no need to pay the 1p! It’s just to allow the system to work because the booking system was not designed for free tickets. Just make sure you click on the 'pay by bacs or cheque' button and bin the automated invoice. Keep the booking confirmation.
 

As a 'collaborative gesture, the ASP would be grateful if each CWU Representative attending would invite a relevant manager or Safety Manager to attend the conference and ASP will extend them a discount price of £59+vat/day (instead of normal £95+vat/day). Any employers/managers attending should also book online using the code 'ASC10' which will give them the discount rate. ASP cannot afford for the employers/managers to attend free due to the cost of staging the event. ASP is keen to promote Unions working closely to support industry and help employers increase H&S awareness through partnerships with specialist organisations like ASP-NPL.
 

All Conference information is on the (ASP) website www.acousticsafety.org or call David Lilly ASP Director on 01985 300 340 (direct) or mobile 07944 487226. 
 
*Bookings should be made by the 20th November please !  

 

(See Attached 2006 ASP Conference Agenda)
 

ASP We Care About Hearing” campaign,

The Acoustic Safety Programme have now launched the  new “We Care About Hearing” campaign, aimed at protecting the health & safety of over 1 million call centre workers in the UK. 

The We Care About Hearing” campaign will be launched by the RNID and CCMA at the Acoustic Safety Conference this year and its objectives are two fold; firstly to increase knowledge of noise risks amongst call centre staff, to provide low-cost on-line training for telephony operatives to train themselves on ways to recognise harmful noise incidents and how to work constructively with their employer in the case of such an event. 

The second objective of the campaign is to raise money for the much-needed nationwide research project into the causes and effects of noise interference and acoustic shock on telephone and headset users, through which the ASP aims to provide the answers to total prevention and develop evidence of the associated human factors and treatment. 

The ASP organisation monitors reports and says that case numbers continue to rise and there are not enough answers. No other organisation presently has the impetus, diverse skill base, support or funding avenues to carry out such an ambitious research venture. 

The research results will be used to improve the knowledge of hearing related sickness and injury, acoustic shock syndrome and the impact of long-term headset use in an occupational context. Money raised will go to the Acoustic Safety Programme and will be used to further the cause and effect research being carried out by the ASP-NPL Research Partnership team supported by the Dti, CWU and CCMA. 

Every pound contributed to the research fund will be matched by Government and Industry Sponsor money. The ASP-NPL Research Partnership has a Management Board and a Research Advisory Board who operate on strict ethical guidelines and in accordance with the agreed protocol. 

CWU is fully supporting the campaign and has made a £500 donation. 

ASP have interest from 7 call centre companies employing 100,000 telephony operatives in the UK, to participate in the 'Cause and Effect of Acoustic Shock' research to define the characteristics of the noise event that cause acoustic shock syndrome which is not currently known. For further information go to: www.acousticsafety.org/?id=carehearing
Direct Appeal for support from CWU Members
From the above you will see that it is clear that not only does the CWU support the ASP and all its campaigns and initiatives, but ASP is working very hard to determine the answers we need on how to best protect communication workers from noise incidents, interference and acoustic shock transmitted via telephones and headsets. With the number of cases of acoustic shock syndrome growing (potentially some 700 known cases in the UK now) it is important that we support their work.
The ASP have set up arrangements with industry sponsors and Government funding channels to support part of the cost of the much needed research and testing work, but the project needs more funds to complete its objectives which will improve hearing health safety for workers. The CWU NEC health, safety & environment committee agreed a £500 donation and agreed to support the appeal to the CWU Branches and individual members who may wish to make a donation to the ASP "We Care About Hearing Campaign". We would encourage CWU Branches to make donations and for CWU Representatives to establish local initiatives to raise research funds for the project on the basis of "donate £1 a member". For every one pound donated will be matched by Government and Industry "Match funding", so all the help we can give will make a significant difference. Let us help the ASP to help us. 
I would like to hear from all Representatives as to their proposals for gathering a small donation from each of their local members and any special projects they would like to suggest. You can read more about how to donate and exactly how those funds will help protect members hearing by logging on to: www.acousticsafety.org/?id=carehearing "The We Care About Hearing" Campaign Website, supported by the CWU.

Yours Sincerely
 

 

Dave Joyce

National Health, Safety & Environment Officer 
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