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Field Research Safety Introduction

General Introduction

All science, whether conducted in a controlled indoor laboratory or in an outdoor field setting, requires
regular safety training and thorough consideration of safety issues specific to individual research
projects. The office of Environmental Health & Safety exists as a safety consulting resource for
Alabama A&M University departments and personnel. Also available are several examples of safety
protocols, guidelines and procedures developed by various units within the college to help in the
formation of safety protocols for particular projects or activities. Ultimately, safety rests with each
individual. Individuals are responsible for their own safety and, through their actions, the safety of
those around them.

Introduction to Field Safety

Field research is defined here as comprising work activities conducted primarily for the purpose of
research, undertaken by employees or students of the university outside of an office or research
laboratory. Ultimately, field research involves some risk from both the research activities and chance
events that are unpredictable and unavoidable. Part of the risk can be greatly reduced by awareness
of hazards and exercising good judgment. Risk in field research may include, but is not limited to, the
risk to physical health, emotional well-being and personal safety. The risks may arise because of the
nature of the research itself, from the physical climate, or from the political, social, economic and
cultural environment of the fieldwork location.

For these guidelines, the following definitions are employed:

¢ A principal investigator (Pl) is a faculty member who assembles a team to camy out field
research.

e Afield supervisor is a person appointed by a principal investigator to directly oversee field
research on location.

e Afield worker is a person who carries out research under the direction of a field supervisor.

Solitary field research activities in remote areas are strongly discouraged. Two or more people
should conduct Field research involving particularly hazardous locations or activities and only
after full assessment of the risks and available controls and safety procedures has been made.
In circumstances where solitary field research is necessary, the solitary field worker assumes the
responsibilities of field supervisor. A method of regular communication should be implemented,
including steps to follow if a scheduled contact is not made.

Every field researcher has the right, at any time, to refuse to participate in any activity that they feel
may endanger their health or safety or that of another person.



Safety Issues for Principal Investigators

Introduction

When in the field, the principal investigator bears the same responsibilities as a field worker and may
take on the responsibility of being the field supervisor or may choose to leave the regular field
supervisor in charge. When not in the field, the principal investigator should make a reasonable effort
to ensure that the people for whom they are directly accountable work in compliance with this field
research safety policy and are provided with the necessary safety training and equipment.

Oversight
The principal investigator is responsible for:

Aiding the field supervisor with determining the specific health and safety risks and the level of
risk associated with the particular field project.

Approving the composition of the field team and establishing a clear chain of responsible team
leadership that is understood by all participants.

Providing a pre-trip planning session that includes a briefing on the specific nature of the trip,
a review of the Safety Plan and a post-irip debriefing session.

Documenting that each field worker is aware of the provisions of this policy, the risks of the
particular project, and the appropriate controls and safety procedures in place.

Documenting that each field worker is made aware of the specific risks associated with the
field research and the specific requirements for participation (e.g. safety training, visas,
immunizations, health insurance requirements) and, where applicable, obtain written,
informed consent from the participants or a completed, signed waiver from all volunteer
participants in the field research.

Ensuring that the appropriate controls and safety procedures are implemented, including the
provision of appropriate protective equipment, procedures and training, to deal with the risks
as far as is reasonably practicable.



Safety Issues for Field Supervisors Introduction

The field supervisor bears the same responsibilities as a field worker. In addition, the field supervisor is
responsible for safety planning in advance of field research, as well as implementation of safety
protocols on-site. At all times, the field supervisor must exercise good judgment and take all
reasonable care to protect the personal health and safety of participating team members. A field
supervisor must assess the risk, as far as possible, which may vary in accordance with weather,
project activities, and the experience, age, fithess and other characteristics of the persons involved in
the field research.

Preparation

A field supervisor is expected to have all of the suitable technical training for doing field research. In
addition, some safety fraining is required. As a minimum, Red Cross first aid training is recommended
for ali field supervisors. Additional safety training, such as river rescue, may be needed depending on
the field research. The following factors should be considered in development of a Safety Plan for each
project.

e  Scheduling: To the extent possible, field research should be planned in advance. The
principal investigator should know when a group is doing field research. If the principal
investigator is away, then the department staff should be advised of pending field research.

e Protective clothing and equipment: A properly equipped first aid kit, a mobile telephone, and
extra water are required on all field excursions. In addition, university policy requires attention
to protective clothing and equipment. Details are provided in Alabama A & M’ University's
Hazardous Communication Program, EH & S (revised April 2005).

e The typical weather for the season of the field research should be assessed and reported to
field workers. If weather conditions are bad, be prepared to cancel or modify part or all of the
field trip as necessary for safety.

e Phone numbers: The home phone number of all field workers and the supervisor, as well as
phone numbers of emergency contacts, should be included in the Safety Plan maintained by
the field supervisor. The home and work phone numbers of the principal investigator and
department chair should be obtained and used in case of emergency.

¢ Medical facilities: The telephone number, location and directions to a medical facility in the
vicinity of the field site should be written into the Safety Plan maintained by the field
supervisor.

o Vehicles: Most fatal field research accidents are related to vehicle travel. All state and local
laws, rules and regulations must be followed. Defensive driving should be practiced. Drivers
should switch at the first sign of fatigue, or, if alone, should stop when too tired to continue
safely. University vehicles must not be used for personal or recreational purposes.

e Land access: Permission should be sought for eniry onto private land and clearly no damage
should take place. Attention should be paid to local warnings, no trespassing signs and
danger signs.



Conduct during field research

The field supervisor must ensure implementation of the controls and safety procedures established by
the principal investigator, ensure that the team members use the appropriate safety equipment and
follow appropriate safety procedures and medical precautions, conduct ongoing risk assessments
during the field research and report any new hazards to the principal investigator, deal with and
resolve any safety concerns which arise in the field, and maintain regular contact with the principal
investigator and/or departmental contact wherever/whenever possible.

Post-trip evaluations

After field work is completed and a trip ends, the field supervisor should inform the principal
investigator in a timely fashion of all substantive incidents that occurred in the field. Using hindsight,
the field supervisor should revisit the Safety Plan for the project and amend it as needed to enhance
safety.

Safety Issues for Field Workers Introduction

The primary responsibilities of a field worker are to show up for a project fully prepared and be mindful
of safety issues while working. While the field supervisor provides all safety protocols for field
research, field workers should consider all aspects of their health and training and decide individually
whether the research is safe enough for their participation. Any task that appears to be unsafe should
be brought to the attention of the field supervisor or principal investigator during preparation for the
activity. If a field worker fears injury in performing an assigned task, they should not do it.

Preparation

To adequately prepare for field research, a field worker should understand what the specific field
research project entails and what safety concerns may arise. The field supervisor should provide each
field worker with a written description and must provide an oral description of the project, including the
general location where work will be conducted, the weather that is anticipated, the tasks to be
performed, and the specific clothes and gear the field worker must bring to the job.

Field workers must provide the university with evidence of a satisfactory state of health and
immunization status. Any physical limitations that might put the field worker at risk must be made clear
to the field supervisor. Any medications that need to be taken during field research, as well as their
side effects, must be made clear to the field supervisor.

Conduct During Field Research

Field workers must carry out the tasks assigned to them by the field supervisor using the appropriate
protective equipment provided and following the specified procedures. Activities that put individuals or
others at risk during field work are forbidden.

Post-trip Care
Workers are responsible for personal hygiene matters after field work is completed.
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