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Controlling contractors through
safety passport schemes

by David Towlson, Director of
Training and Quality, RRC

International, UK

For more than 80 years RRC has been
providing training for individuals and
organisations, helping them develop
skills and improve performance. RRC
International offers a range of health,

safety, environmental, quality and
management training and consultancy
services including classroom courses

all over the world as well as e-learning
solutions.

Contractor safety passport schemes
are relatively new to South Africa,
but the concept itself is well

established in many circles. They are
popular in Europe, especially the UK, but
can also be found in other regions (e.g.
Malaysia). The idea is essentially that of
third party quality assurance of contractor
safety for clients. Whilst not generally an
explicit legal requirement (though the
underlying implied training often is), it
has almost become standard practice
across many sectors that routinely employ
contractors.

There is a proliferation of schemes and
this can be rather confusing, because it is
usually client driven) - the actual scheme
being a matter of client choice (a bit like
quality management systems in the
automotive manufacturing supply chain.
This is because it is basically an
unregulated market and anyone can
setup such a scheme. However, there are
some common elements.

They all involve:
• Attending an ‘approved’ training

course (typically 1 or 2 days and set at
introductory/awareness level)

• Passing an exam (usually multiple
choice questions, paper-based or
online)

• Applying for/issue of the ‘passport’
(usually credit-card sized photo-id)

• Limited validity - typically 3 to 5 years

Passport schemes require evidence of
some introductory level basic training
(covering a set syllabus). You cannot
short-cut the process by just taking the

exam - you must provide evidence of
training. The training is usually run
through a network of approved training
providers who are entirely independent of
the organisation that runs the exam and
issues the passport. For a small (well,
probably quite a large) fee, passport
scheme issuers typically run a “training
course recognition” system. There may
be several different training courses
leading to the same passport (provided it
is accepted as equivalent). Many training
courses have been strategically aligned
with those requirements to gain approval.
The specific passport exam has to be
attempted, regardless of any other exam
they may have taken associated with the
course. So, it’s quite possible to attend a
course (which happens to be aligned),
pass the course exam and then still have
to take the passport exam. Life is like that.

The schemes can be very sector-specific.
For example, the most widely utilised
ones in the UK are in construction (e.g.
CCNSG, CSCS, SAFed), but they also
exist in film/TV (Production Safety
Passport), utilities (EUSR/SHEA (gas),
petroleum retail industry (SPAs Forecourt
Passport Scheme) or food and drink
(again by SPA). This is no surprise
because, as you would expect, ‘approved
training’ should reflect awareness of the
risks in the target industry.

Key to the success (not least
commercially) of passport schemes is
wide-spread adoption. If passport
scheme operators can’t convince clients
of the value, they’ll fall by the wayside.
This is about confidence too. Provided
there is sufficient quality assurance of the
courses (specification, delivery) and
exams process (integrity) there’s probably
little to worry about.  

It is no surprise then that the successful
schemes tend to be industry association
driven rather than just being set up by
well-meaning (but clearly unconnected)
people. The value of passport schemes is
not a foregone conclusion either.  

Safety passport schemes are potentially
very convenient for clients; most provide
the facility to look up passport validity
online and instantly. As well as having
some assurance that contractors have

had some standardised awareness
training, there are other benefits too -
such as providing access control/security
(the passports are usually photo-id).
There is nothing to preclude a single
client/employer adopting a favourite
system for their own site employees (as
well as contractors). A group of
companies may even decide to set one
up, effectively creating their own
minimum standards.  

As a client, if you are thinking of
adopting any single scheme for
contractors, you need to think carefully.
You have a moral (and legal) duty to
make vistors (including contractors)
aware of the risks to them arising from
your particular site. Some of the passport
schemes may not be appropriate for your
site - depending on the nature of the
approved training behind it. Whilst the
approved training will be skewed towards
a particular sector, it will necessarily be
standardised around general sector
needs rather than your specific company
or site. So, you will always need to add
site-specific orientation. This means that
passport schemes are not a substitute for
site-specific training. However, this can
remove the need for the transferrable
more generalised hazard awareness
training to be repeated.  
With the proliferation of schemes (and
choice), it can be a minefield for
contractors who work across sectors and
sites. But, helpfully, some of these sector-
specific schemes have reciprocal
affiliations e.g. utilities personnel may
well need to work on a construction site
to gain access to utilities and you want to
minimise the need to get lots of different
passports. Unfortunately, many don't talk
to each other, so contractors can indeed
end up needing multiple passports.
As a client, if you are thinking of
adopting passport schemes, do your
homework and if possible, recognise a
range of schemes that meet the same
aims. The safety cause will be
undermined (and look rather silly) if
multiple (equivalent) passport schemes
are insisted upon in the same sector just
because the industry can’t get their act
together. And, don’t forget site-specific
orientation.
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