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1. Introduction

This handbook is to be read in conjunction with the Parks and Countryside Volunteer Policy.
Its aim is to ensure that you stay safe and healthy while you volunteer with us.
To pass on comments and queries and for further information or support for your volunteer
group, contact the Parks and Countryside Rangers on countrysiderangers@leeds.gov.uk or
0113 237 5320.
This health and safety handbook refers largely to volunteer practical tasks such as tree planting
or footpath maintenance on green spaces. It will help you organise and run practical tasks safely
and according to Leeds City Council procedures. It is aimed at groups who volunteer with only
minimal support from staff but others doing volunteer practical tasks might find it useful too.

2. Health & Safety at Work Act 1974

Leeds City Council has a duty of care to avoid exposing volunteers to risks to their health and
safety.Volunteers and staff are expected to follow all Health and Safety guidance given by staff
or the Task Leader. In conjunction, volunteers have a responsibility for their own health and
safety and that of those around them.

3. Organising and running a practical task safely

This section is designed to provide a basic checklist for organising and running a practical task
safely. For more detailed advice about running practical tasks contact the Countryside Rangers.

Planning the task

At the planning stage of the task you need to do the following:

. . .. . . .

Visit the site and assess it for hazards e.g. overhead power cables, uneven ground, steep
slopes, possibility of underground power cables, pipes etc.
Estimate how many volunteers you’ll have
Think about who will do what
Plan an itinerary for the day including breaks and lunch
Work out what tools, safety equipment and materials you’ll need and in what quantities
(see 8. Checklist for common tasks)
Think about other facilities you’ll need such as toilets and hand washing facilities.
Do a risk assessment taking into account all the possible hazards of the site and the
task (see, 7. Risk assessment for common tasks).

On the day

Before starting the volunteer task you should:

.. . . . . .. .

Cordon off the work area if there is a risk to passers by e.g. by tree felling
Explain what the task is and why you are doing it
Explain how the task will be done
Give a safety talk based on the risk assessment – this involves explaining how to do the
task, use the tools and work safely
Make sure that everyone knows who the First Aider is and identify any other team
leaders who may be supervising groups during the day
Ask people to let you know if they have any health or mobility issues that may affect
their ability to do the task safely (if so, record this information)
Ensure you have emergency contact details for all volunteers
Count out the tools so you don’t accidentally leave any behind
Define an area where tools will be kept

During the task you should:

... .

Make sure that all volunteers are supervised by an experienced and responsible
officer/volunteer to ensure that they are carrying out the work safely and correctly
Ensure that volunteers work within sight of each other so no one gets lost or injured
Offer breaks and job swaps to prevent people getting tired and bored
Ensure volunteers inform you if they are leaving early

Leaving the site:

.. . .

Ensure all volunteers are aware that the task is over
Ensure the site is safe e.g. remove trip hazards such as tree branches
Ensure all tools have been returned
Make sure all jobs are finished off, eg. don’t leave holes in ground or branches snagged in
trees

4. Health hazards in the great outdoors
Weils Disease (Leptospirosis)
Spread chiefly by rat urine in and adjacent to water, this disease can be contracted via cuts, the
eyes or mouth.
Prevention:
Always wash your hands before eating, drinking and smoking.
Always clean any cuts and cover with a waterproof plaster before starting work.
Volunteers with open wounds should consider doing another task
Wear gloves.
Symptoms resemble flu with a persistent headache and sometimes jaundice, taking 4 - 19 days
to appear, the affects can range from mild flu to fatal organ failure so visit your doctor with
your concerns immediately if you suspect you have Weil’s disease.
Lyme’s disease
A bacterial infection spread by tick bites causing flu like symptoms with a possible rash around
the bite.
Prevention:
Expose as little skin as possible when working in green spaces with long vegetation such as
bracken or meadow areas.
Check clothing and skin for ticks during and after working in nature areas. If you find a tick,
look up www.bada-uk.org for details of how to remove it safely.
Contact your GP if you notice signs of a rash or flu like symptoms following work in long
vegetation.
Tetanus
Contracted via cuts, abrasions or puncture wounds, tetanus is a very serious illness so
volunteers working on council land are expected to keep their immunisations up to date (speak
to your doctor for more details).The main symptoms are muscle spasms and stiffness
particularly in the jaw, face and neck. Other symptoms include high temperature, sweating, rapid
heartbeat and high blood pressure.
Toxicara canis
Spread through ingestion of material contaminated with dog faeces, containing the eggs of a
parasitic nematode worm. Eggs remain viable for a long time (up to 20 years). Incubation may
take a month and symptoms include fatigue, fever, skin rashes, coughs and in severe cases can
cause blindness.

Prevention:
In areas likely to be contaminated with dog faeces, always wear gloves
Maintain good personal hygiene when working outdoors – always wash hands before eating.
Toxoplasmosis

Toxoplasmosis is caused by infection with Toxoplasma gondii (T. gondii), which is one of the
world’s most common parasites. It can be found in cat faeces as well as raw meat. In about 80%
of cases it causes no symptoms and you are not even aware that you are infected.Toxoplasmosis cannot be passed on through person-to-person contact, but it can be passed from a
pregnant woman to her unborn baby. Congenital toxoplasmosis can cause serious health
problems in babies and in people with immune deficiencies.
Prevention:
In areas likely to be contaminated with dog faeces, always wear gloves
Maintain good personal hygiene when working outdoors – always wash hands before eating.
Look up www.nhs.co.uk for more information.

Giant hogweed
This plant is recognised by its size (up to and over 3 metres tall), and white, umbrella-like
flowers that look a bit like cow parsley. The sap of this plant can cause severe skin irritation or
even blistering, especially in sunny conditions, so avoid touching it with bare skin.
The Weather
Obviously, when you are working outdoors, you are always subject to the British weather. In
extreme weather, take care:

. ..

In hot weather drink plenty of water; wear long-sleeved tops, a hat and sun block.
In cold and wet weather, dress appropriately and postpone activities if it becomes
uncomfortable to carry on.
In windy weather, be aware of the danger of falling branches from trees.

5. Health Hazards of Practical Work
Lifting and carrying
Back injuries through incorrect lifting and carrying are commonplace.To avoid damage to your
back, please remember to:

.. . .. . . . .

Plan how to lift heavy objects and ensure your route is safe.
Ensure that you have a comfortable balanced stance before lifting and get a good grip of
the object.
Keep the object close to your body, keep your back straight, and bend your knees
letting your legs do the hard work.
Move your feet – do not twist your trunk.
Follow the same rules when putting things down.
Get help with lifting if an item is too heavy for one person to carry.

Never:
Lift anything too heavy, unwieldy or unstable. Get help.
Lift or carry anything at arm’s length.
Lift or carry anything when conditions underfoot are unstable.

Underground services
If your task involves digging you must consider the possibility of coming across underground
power cables or water or gas pipes. If there is a risk that any of these may run under your site
it is essential that you find out more in the planning stages of the task.
To do this, contact the a relevant member of staff from the Parks and Countryside Service, for
example, a Ranger, the appropriate Area Officer or Forestry Officer. They may have a plan of
the services running underneath your work area or will be able to provide a CAT and GENNY
check to be carried out – the CAT and GENNY are machines that can detect underground
services. If there are underground services in your work area you will need to plan your work
to avoid disturbing them.
Passers-by
To ensure the safety of passers-by, it may be necessary to put signage up at access points to let
them know you are there, also, wearing hi-vis vests is advisable so you can be seen easily and
identified as part of an ‘official’ work party. Lastly, remember to keep tools and materials off
paths and tracks.

6. Protective clothing (PPE)

When doing practical work on green spaces it is advisable to wear certain protective clothing
to ensure your safety. Sometimes the risk assessment will state that a certain item of PPE is
essential for the task.
It is advised that volunteers doing practical work with hand tools:

. .. . . . . . . . . .

Wear suitable clothing for the weather
Wear clothes which are tough enough for the work and give adequate protection from
spiky/stinging vegetation.
Wear stout footwear - steel toe capped boots if any heavy items are to be used/carried.
Trainers are unsuitable for practical work and must not be worn.
Avoid wearing loose clothing that may catch on branches or allow stinging insects in!
Remove rings and other items of jewellery that may get lost or broken or lead to or
exacerbate injury.
Tie long hair back so that it doesn’t get snagged on branches.
Wear work gloves to protect hands. Different types of work gloves are available for
different purposes.
Do not wear gloves when using swinging or sharp tools as they reduce grip.
Wear hard hats when felling trees or working near others who are felling trees.
Wear goggles to protect eyes from low branches.
Only use and wear waders (extra long Wellington boots for working in deep water) if
you can swim strongly. Chest waders are not recommended.

7. Using tools safely

This section explains how to use hand tools safely so that new volunteers can be clear about
how they are to be used and more experienced volunteers know what information they need
impart to newcomers.
We have a procedure for volunteers using machinery which can be found in the volunteer
policy. In summary, chainsaws and brushcutters are not to be used by volunteers on Parks and
Countryside land and training approved by Leeds City Council must be undertaken before any
other machinery is used by volunteers on council land.

Hand tools can be dangerous if not used correctly. Following these simple tips will help you
work safely:

. . . . .. . . .

Only use tools that you know how to use safely and appropriately.
Check tools are in good working condition before you use them. Never use tools that
have loose handles, or that are damaged or blunt. Ensure tools are well maintained
Never carry more tools than you can comfortably manage.
Tools are usually carried at your side, held at point of balance.
Work carefully - over enthusiasm causes accidents.
Remember that tools that are swung (such as bill hooks) are more dangerous; always
be aware of others around you.
When working, keep your distance from other volunteers and the public – the
recommended safe distance for using swinging tools is at least twice the length of your
arm plus tool.
When using sharp-edged tools always keep your free hand well away from the cutting
area and wear a glove on that hand for extra protection.
When not in use, tools should be placed out of the way, flat on the ground, with any
sharp points in a safe position.

The following section outlines some common tools and how to use them properly. It is
expected that this information will be passed on in the safety talk that precedes each task.
The information can also be found in the risk assessment below.
Whenever you use a tool it is good practice to think about the following:

......

What the tool is meant for
What it will be used for in this instance
How to carry it
How to use it
How to store it
How to maintain it

Loppers

Commonly used to remove small branches from trees.

Before use
Make sure handles are not bent and that blades meet
Hazard
Cuts and muscle strain to worker. Injury from falling branches. Damage to tool from
improper use
Advice
Loppers are designed for cutting branches no thicker than your thumb
(2-3cm).Wear a hard hat if cutting branches above your head. Do not put fingers
between the blades. Carry with closed blades at your side.

Bowsaw

Commonly used to manually fell small trees and remove branches.

Hazard
Cuts and muscle strain to worker. Injury from falling branches. Damage to tool from
improper use
Before use
Make sure you have new blades with you in case they are needed and that the blades
provided are the right sort for the job.
Advice
Hold the wood being cut steady with the non sawing hand and wear a glove on
this hand. Use whole blade moving the saw over the wood slowly and gently back and forth as blade cuts both ways;
do not cut branches higher than shoulder height. Help to be sought if a heavy branch is being cut. Carry bowsaws at
side at point of balance, with blade covered. When not in use, lay tool flat on ground in clear view with cover on
blade. Replace blade or use another saw if the blade is blunt or loose.

Billhook

Used to cut into trees when hedgelaying and in ‘snedding’ to remove
small branches from stems.

Hazard
Cuts and puncture to worker. Injury from falling branches. Damage to tool from
improper use
Before use
Check handle to make sure it is not split and make sure that blade is sharp before
starting work.
Advice
Do not use gloves when using billhooks. Leave a safe distance between you and
other people when using a bill hook – a safe distance is defined as twice the
combined length of your arm and the tools you are using. Sharpen blade using a
whetstone if blunt;When snedding, keep the tree between the blade and yourself.
Swing the tool to cut the relevant branch or stem. Cut with, not across, the grain of the wood. Carry by handle
at your side with blade at the front.

Rake

Used to gather up loose material such as hay or small branches, or to
spread gravel/stone evenly.

Hazard
Muscle strain from pulling too hard. Injury from standing on/tripping over rake or
(thorny) branches/ arisings on ground. Eye injury from rake handle.
Before use
Decide which kind of rake is best for your purposes as there are various types e.g.
hay rakes, garden rakes and cromes. As raking involves walking backwards,
it is advisable to check the ground before starting to make sure you are aware of the nature of the surface (holes,
uneven surfaces, wet mud, stones, branches and dog mess can all cause problems).
Advice
Hold the rake with 2 hands, swing the rake away from you and drag material towards you, being aware of people
and obstacles that may be behind you. Keep your back straight and use arms and legs to do the pulling. If the rake
snags or is hard to pull, do not strain as you might injure yourself or break the rake – instead, try raking a smaller
amount. Take regular breaks. Carry upright at side at point of balance with spikes down and pointing away from the
body. Store flat on ground with spikes down when not in use.

Tamper

Used to compact earth around fence posts, signposts, in-filled holes etc.

Hazard
Injury to self and others. Injury from breakage of tool if used incorrectly. Muscle
strain.
Before use
Wear steel toe capped boots when using a tamper. Check tool is in good condition.
Advice
When using tamper, lift it up by bending knees and keeping back straight, drop the flat
end onto the area of ground you wish to compact and repeat. Carry at point of
balance at your side, bearing in mind that it is very heavy. When not in use, lay it flat
on the ground in clear view but away from where people might be walking.

Litter picker

Used to pick up small loose objects on the floor.

Hazard
Injury from sharp objects (on ground, picked up and in the bag). Bacteria from
litter and dog mess. Muscle strain/injury from carrying heavy bags.
Before use
Wear thick, old clothes for the task, ensure litter picker is working, bin bags are
thick and sturdy and that you have a sharps box in case you find needles.

Advice
Wear gloves, use picker to pick up loose objects on the floor. Picker may break if objects are wedged or partially
buried; in these cases use gloved hands. Carry at side at point of balance when not in use, or place flat on the
ground in clear view. If needles are found, place in sharps box or call the needle team on 0800 1386227 or 0113
2224406. Volunteers should avoid picking up broken glass where possible, and overfilling bags to the extent that
they split or are hard to move. All to take care when moving bags as they may be heavy and there may be a risk of
scratches from sharp objects, use wheelbarrow where available. Full bags to be placed in a designated spot for
collection and removal, out of the way of paths or access points.

Spade

Used to cut through turf and dig holes in the ground.

Hazard
Damage to foot/tool from incorrect use. Muscle strain. Underground services.
Before use
Check no underground services in area that digging is to take place. Volunteers
advised to wear sturdy shoes with steel toe caps/shanks if possible. Ensure blade is
firmly attached to the handle and that the handle is in good condition.
Advice
When using, place spade upright on ground and push it down using the ball of the
foot. Do not use the middle of the foot unless wearing boots with steel shank, and
do not use heel as it can slip off easily. Carry at side at point of balance with
blade pointing forward and store flat on the ground with blade facing down when
not in use.

Shovel

Shovels are used for transporting materials, NOT for digging.
(It may be useful to loosen material using a mattock beforehand.)

Hazard
Injury to self and others. Injury from breakage of tool if used incorrectly. Muscle
strain.
Before use
Ensure blade is firmly attached to the handle and that the handle is in good
condition.
Advice
Beware of injuring your back when using a shovel, push in the blade with both
hands, then squat down and lift the weight with your legs, not your back – keep
your back as straight as possible and do not twist it. Don’t try to lift too much.
When you have picked up some material, hold the shovel flat and carry the
material safely to the end point, looking out for trip hazards and other workers as you go. When not in use, carry at
point of balance at your side with blade facing forward, or place flat on ground with blade facing down to store it.

Mell

Used to hammer in wooden stakes and posts.

Hazard
Injury to self and others; injury from breakage of tool if used incorrectly
Before use
Volunteers advised to wear steel toe cap boots when using mell. Check before
use that the head is securely attached and that the handle is not split.
Advice
Volunteers to wear hard hats when working with mell and not to wear gloves.
Mell to be used only on wood – it will shatter if used on metal. Mell to be lifted using both hands while someone
else (wearing hardhat and gloves) holds the post/stake to be struck, and dropped onto (flat) top of stake. Work
at safe distance (twice the length of arm and tool) from other people. Carry at point of balance at side, and place
flat on ground when not in use.

Hammer

Used to hit nails into wood (usually) and also remove nails.

Hazard
Injury to self and others.
Before use
Check head to see that it is securely attached to the handle.
Advice
Do not wear a glove on the hand you are hammering with; you might want to
wear one on the other hand, if you are working with wood and/or holding a nail.
Make sure that the item you are hitting is held firmly either by yourself or in the

wood, before you hit it. Make sure that you do not hit yourself or anyone nearby when you swing the hammer.
Carry at your side at point of balance with head to the front. When not in use lay hammer flat in clear view. Do
not use hammer if the handle is split or the head is not secure.

Mattock

Mattocks are used to loosen earth, break up hard and stony ground
and cut through roots.

Hazard
Injury to self and others, muscle strain.
Before use
Volunteers to wear steel toe caps, check that the head is firmly attached to the
handle and that the handle is in good condition.

Advice
Do not wear gloves when using mattock. Wear steel toe caps.Work at a safe distance from other people (twice
mattock plus arms length away). Lean over the work site with feet securely positioned, lift mattock to shoulder
level using both hands and drop onto earth – there is no need to swing it overarm. Loosen earth further by
pulling mattock towards you. Carry at point of balance at side, with head to the front. When not in use, remove
head and lay both handle and head flat on the ground in plain view.

Sledgehammer

Sledgehammer can be used to hammer in metal stakes and posts.
The head is too small to be used on most wooden stakes.

Hazard
Injury to self and others. Injury from breakage of tool if used incorrectly
Before use
Volunteers advised to wear steel toe capped boots when using sledgehammer.
Check before use that the head is securely attached and that the handle is not split.
Advice
Volunteers to wear hard hats and steel toe caps when working with sledgehammer, and NOT to wear gloves.
sledgehammer to be lifted using both hands while someone else (wearing hardhat and gloves) holds the item to
be struck (if this is necessary and/or appropriate), and dropped onto (flat) top of stake. Work at safe distance
(twice the length of arm and tool) from other people. Carry at point of balance at side, and place flat on ground
when not in use.

Wrecking bar and crow bar

Used to lever objects out of the ground, or to make holes in the
ground

Hazard
Injury to self and others. Injury from breakage of tool if used incorrectly. Muscle
strain.
Before use
Wear steel toe caps when using and transporting these tools. If making holes in
ground ensure the area is free from underground services before commencing.
Advice
Wear gloves. Use to lever objects out of the ground, ensuring you have firm footing
and there is nothing dangerous behind you in case the object moves suddenly. Make holes in the ground by lifting
with straight back and dropping into the hole with hands loosely around the bar to direct it. Do not hammer into
ground. Carry at point of balance at side, being aware that iron bars are very heavy! Place flat on ground when not
in use, in plain view.

Hoe

A hoe is used for weeding and scraping the surface of the soil.

Hazard
Injury to self and others. Muscle strain. Eye injury from hoe handle.
Before use
Ensure blade is firmly attached to the handle and that the handle is in good
condition.
Advice
Beware of injuring your back when using a hoe, push the blade back and forth with
both hands placed at the end of the handle, keeping back straight. When not in use,
carry at point of balance at your side with blade facing forward, or place flat on the ground with blade facing
down to store it.

Shears

Shears are used to remove a layer of vegetation from the surface of
a planting, hedge or turf grass.

Hazard
Cuts to self and others. Muscle strain. Injury from standing on them.Tripping over
thorny twigs, arisings on ground. Damage to tool through improper use.
Before use
Ensure handles are not damaged and that the blades meet.

Advice
Shears are designed to trim vegetation no thicker than 1 cm.Wear goggles and hard hat if trimming vegetation
above your head. Do not put fingers between the blades. Carry with closed blades at your side.

Wheelbarrow

Used to transport heavy items from one place to another.

Hazard
Injury to self and others. Muscle strain.
Before use
Wear steel toe capped boots when using a wheelbarrow. Check it is in good
condition.
Advice
When using wheelbarrow, ensure it is not so full that it is hard to keep balanced
and make sure that nothing is hanging over the edge of the wheelbarrow, threatening to fall out or catch on
passing objects. When lifting follow manual handling procedures, keep your back straight and bend at the knees.
Check the area you are going to push the wheelbarrow over is clear before doing so.

8. Checklist for common tasks
The following table provides a checklist of tools, materials, protective clothing (PPE) and
equipment that you might need for some common practical tasks.
Task

Tools needed

PPE

Materials

Litterpicking

Litterpickers
Sharps box

Rubberised gloves
First Aid Kit

Binbags

Vegetation
cutback, path
clearance

Loppers
Shears
Rake

Hedging mitts
Goggles

Scrub clearing,
coppicing or
felling small trees

Loppers
Bowsaws
Bilhooks
Sharpening stone

Hedging mitts
Goggles
Hard hats

Sign installation

Tamper
Iron bar
Shuvholer
Rabbiting spade
Spade
Mattock
Shovel

Steel toe capped
boots
Rigger
gloves

Bricks/stones
Signs
Fast setting
post mix
Water

Tree planting

Spade
Hammer

Steel toe-capped
boots
Gloves

Trees in
waterproof bags
Stakes/canes
Tree guards

Hedgelaying/
dead hedging

Loppers
Bowsaws
Bilhooks
Mell
Iron bar
Sharpening stone

Hedging mitts
Goggles
Hard hats
Wellies

Poles (eg hazel)
to make into
stakes

Path construction

Spade
Shovel
Tamper
Hammer
Wheelbarrow

Steel toe-capped
boots
Gloves

Timber (for
edging)
Hardcore

Essential Items at all tasks
Hand cleaner
First Aid kit (and designated first aider)
Mobile phones
Emergency contact details for all volunteers
High visibility vests

9. Risk assessments
It is council policy that all jobs undertaken must have a risk assessment and it is the
participants’ responsibility to follow them.
Risk assessments are documents designed to get you thinking about the hazards of particular
jobs and how to control the risks posed by them. The aim of risk assessments is to ensure the
health and safety of everyone involved in the work including passers by, staff and volunteers.
To help give you an idea about how to produce a risk assessment and what might go in it, an
example is provided at the end of the document which is used by one of our Friends of Groups
to cover most of the work they do. Feel free to copy it. If you need support producing a risk
assessment for a particular task, contact the Rangers who will be able to help.
At the end of the risk assessment you will find a ‘Hazard Prompt list’ which helps you think
about the kind of hazards you might come across and how to control for them. Lastly, there is a
form you should use as a register to ensure everyone listens to and abides by the risk
assessment provided.

10. More information
For more detailed information about practical management of green spaces with hand tools we
recommend the BTCV publications that you can purchase online from BTCV at
handbooks.btcv.org.uk .The publication ‘How and Why’ by BTCV is particularly recommended as
an easy to read introduction to volunteer site management work and safe use of hand tools.
If you would like one of the Rangers to do a safety talk for a particular task, tool or equipment
or provide a risk assessment for your volunteer group, contact them at
countrysiderangers@leeds.gov.uk or 0113 237 5320.

