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8 . OCCUPATIONAL H EALTH AND SAFETY 

LEARNING OUTCOMES Students will: 
• recognise the nature of dangers associated with art/craft practice 
• recognise specific issues with their own artform practices 
• identify strategies for risk management and best practice 
• identify support organisations and relevant resource materials 

 
 
Within the regulated workplace environment best practice occupational health and safety issues are 
heavily regulated and enforced. 
 
However, within an art/craft studio environment, health and safety policies are usually left to the self-
employed practitioner to put in place. This can be difficult if the practitioner is unaware of the possible 
chemical, physical or psychological problems associated with their studio habits and conditions.  
 

Physical 
Dangers often exist unsuspectingly within the studio space. These dangers may be part of the space, 
such as loose floor boards or bad lighting. They may be with the tools and equipment used, such as 
noisy power tools or non-ergonomic furniture or furniture that is not adjusted correctly. They can also 
include  fire hazards, damp conditions, faulty electrical cabling, fumes and lack of ventilation. 
 

Chemical 
The chemicals and consumables that practitioners work with, such as paints or acids are a potentially 
serious hazard.  Often dangers are associated with the mixing of certain chemicals, either intentionally or 
otherwise. For example, smoking greatly increases the dangers of some chemicals, as does mixing them 
with alcohol or ingesting them via unwashed hands etc. There is also danger in the cumulative effect of 
chemicals Ð prolonged exposure can to lead to the creation of allergies, repetitive stress injuries and 
even the development of cancers. 
 

Psychological 
Psychological health is also a consideration for self-employed practitioners. Often they face an uncertain 
financial future with no regular form of income. Unless support networks are set up with practitioners of 
similar interests, they may have little feedback on their progress. Lacking emotional support from friends 
or family, they can often feel their efforts are not worthwhile. Without regular opportunities for exhibition, it 
is difficult for young or even established artists to remain optimistic about their future development. 
Psychological health can also be affected by some of the chemicals used within common art/craft 
making practices. 
 
Practitioners may at times need to develop OH&S knowledge and skills beyond those they need for their 
personal use within a studio space. For example, if the practitioner becomes an employer s/he will be 
liable to provide a best practice OH&S environment for the employees. Practitioners who work outside 
of the studio may be required to adopt the OH&S principles and practices associated with other industries 
whilst they work within them. 
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Therefore, a process of on-going self-education is required. Preventative measures are preferable to 
curative solutions. Risk management should become an everyday process in the practitionerÕs working 
life. It is necessary for practitioners to ÔÉd evelop a health and safety philosophy that sits comfortably with 
[their] creative spirit while enhancing the well being of the community of artists in which [they] workÕ.1 
 
Occupational health and safety issues for visual arts and craft practitioners are often not given the 
consideration they deserve. Each art/craft form will have its own particular concerns, and these should 
be taught within the studio practice, but there are also some general guidelines that can be applied. 
These include: 

• knowing the risks of the chemicals being used. Product specifications are available from 
manufacturers. These are called Material Safety Data Sheets. They should be read and any 
recommended use guidelines followed.  

• whenever possible not using toxic products. Practitioners should seek out less hazardous 
substitutes. However, caution is required even when using materials labelled "non-toxic" Ñ 
some scientists feel this is more a reflection of inadequate testing than the known long term 
safety of the product.  

• ensuring the use of the recommended ventilation for the product or processes used.  
• using protective equipment when necessary - a face mask, gloves, goggles and protective 

clothing. The protective equipment being used needs to be specific for the chemical/process 
that is being applied.  

• not using the practitionerÕs living area as the work space.  
• not smoking, eating or drinking in the work space.  
• keeping all art materials clearly labelled and appropriately stored - especially in a studio at 

home, when there may be children and animals around.  
• thoroughly washing after art making activities and changing into clean clothing.  
• setting the work bench and seating at a height that is comfortable for the user.  
• taking regular breaks from repetitive activities.  
• taking regular breaks when working at a computer.  
• speaking to a doctor about any additional risks that may be involved if the practitioner suffers 

any illness or allergies, is taking medication or is pregnant. 
 
More detailed information on OH&S can be found on the Visual Arts Net website 
http://www.visualarts.net.au/practicaladvice/  
 

ASSESSMENT EXERCISES 

Tutorial  Questions 
• Despite significant health improvements in the composition of many of the art /craft materials used 

by practitioners there are still deaths and physical injuries occurring which can be traced to their use. 
Discuss some of the factors which will exacerbate the dangerous affects of commonly used studio 
materials and practices. 

• Investigate the workplace OH&S principles and directions applied in at least one non-arts industry 
which has health and safety issues similar to those in the arts/craft industry. Outline what is required 
in the non-arts industry and suggest ways in which art/craft practice could adopt safer workplace 
procedures. 

 

                                                        
1. Oughton, Nicholas (2000) A Hard Hat to Follow - A health and safety guide for arts workers Queensland Community 

Arts Network in association with the Queensland College of Art, Qld. p.9 
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Practical Task 
• Undertake a risk assessment audit on the materials and processes used in your practice. Decide 

what is harmful and develop strategies to make your own workplace safer. Collect material data 
safety sheets on the chemicals you use. Submission: Summary of safety in your studio space and 
plan of action to make your work place safer. 

• Create a best practice studio layout in relation to your practice and the need for ventilation, lighting, 
access to water, fire hazard reduction and the removal of hazards and obstacles etc. Show 
consideration for environmental pollution issues. Submission: studio layout clearly showing 
knowledge of best practice OH&S principles. 

 

Readings/Resources 
Oughton, N. (2000) A Hard Hat to Follow - A health and safety guide for arts workers. Published by the 

Queensland Community Arts Network in association with the Queensland College of Art, Qld. 
Artswork: a report on Australians working in the arts (1997), prepared for the Australia Council by the 

Australian Bureau of Statistics, National Centre for Culture and Recreation Statistics  
Professional Practice Kit Sheet 8 – Environmental issues and practices for visual artists. NAVA 

publication 
Making Art is Like Making Love. You Have to Protect Yourself. (1989) Victorian Health Promotion 

Foundation. Can be downloaded from www.visualarts.net.au 
Hall, R. (1997) Chemicals and the Artist. Can be downloaded from www.visualarts.net.au 
To access the above 2 texts follow the links through the Advice Centre, Health and Safety. 
McCann, M (1976) Artist Beware Watson-Guptil, New York. 
Howard, K (1998) Non Toxic Intaglio Printmaking, , Printing Resources, Alberta Canada. 
McKenzie, L (1993) Hazarts, , Arts Training Australia, Melbourne. 
Rossol, M (1995) Danger, Artist at Work, DW Thorpe, Melbourne. 
Rossol, M (1994, 2nd edition) The Artist’s Complete Health and Safety Guide, Allworth Press, New York. 
Rossol, M (1996) Keeping Clay Work Safe and Legal, National Council on Education in the Ceramic 

Arts. 
Shaw, S & Rossol, M (1991) OvereXposure: Health Hazards in Photography Allworth Press. 
Some Monona Rossol publications can be sourced via the Arts, Crafts and Theater Safety, New York 

website Ð see below. 
 

Websites 
Australian based 
Visual Arts Net 
http://www.visualarts.net.au/ 
National Occupational Health and Safety Commission. http://www.nohsc.gov.au/ or phone 1800 252 
226 or 02 9577 9555 
Victorian Workcover Authority http://www.workcover.vic.gov.au/ 
Worksafe Western Australia http://www.safetyline.wa.gov.au/ 
South Australia Workcover Authority http://www.workcover.com/ 
Queensland Division of Workplace Health and Safety http://www.detir.qld.gov.au/ 
Workplace Standards Australia http://www.wsa.tas.gov.au/ 
Northern Territory Work Health Authority http://www.nt.gov.au/ 
ACT Workcover http://www.workcover.act.gov.au/ 
 
International 
Arts, Crafts and Theater Safety, New York http://www.artscraftstheatersafety.org  
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HOW TO MINIMISE THE AFFECTS OF ART MATERIALS 
ON THE ENVIRONMENT 

 

Reading/Resources 

Environmental Issues and Practices for Artists, (1995) NAVA 
Waste Makes No Cents, Industry Guide providing information about how to undertake a waste 

audit and prepare a waste management plan. Available from the NSW Waste Board: 
phone 1800 225 587 

Environmental Guidelines for Printers, Solutions to Pollution, NSW, Environmental Protection 
Authority 

Environmental Guidelines for Photographic Film and Paper Processors, Solutions to 
Pollution, NSW, Environmental Protection Authority. 

 

Websites 
NSW Environment Protection Authority web site: http://www.epa.nsw.gov.au./ 
They have a section on best practice for photographers at 
http://www.epa.nsw.gov.au/small_business/photo.htm 
Environmental Protection Agency Victoria http://www.epa.vic.gov.au/ 
Society of Environmental Toxicology and Chemistry http://www.setac.org/ 
 
 
 
 
Disclaimer: this text is provided as general information only and should not be relied on for advice. Legal 
and tax matters should be checked with relevant experts. 
 
 
 
Published in April 2007. Copyright the National Association for the Visual Arts Ltd. 
 


