
When an Inspector Arrives

Most employers know the feeling. You’re halfway through a
normal  workday  when  someone  at  the  front  gate  says  a
government agency has arrived. It might be a safety regulator,
labour  standards  officer,  environmental  inspector,
agricultural agency, licensing authority, or a law enforcement
unit conducting compliance checks. It doesn’t really matter
who  it  is.  What  matters  is  that  the  atmosphere  shifts
instantly.  Workers  notice  unfamiliar  vehicles.  Supervisors
stop mid task. Conversations hush. 

In moments like these, the biggest risk is not the inspection
itself. The biggest risk is what happens when people panic.
Workers may run, leave elevated surfaces abruptly, abandon
equipment mid operation, or move quickly without understanding
the  situation.  There  are  multiple  documented  cases  where
workers were injured not because of the inspection but because
of the confusion surrounding it. 

In  2022,  a  roofing  company  in  the  Midwest  experienced  a
serious fall incident when a worker attempted to descend a
ladder  too  quickly  after  spotting  government  officials
approaching. He lost his footing, fell more than twelve feet,
and  required  hospitalization.  The  inspection  itself  was
routine. The injury was caused entirely by uncertainty. 

That incident mirrors many others recorded across agriculture,
manufacturing,  and  construction.  Researchers  at  a  national
safety institute reviewed five years of enforcement related
workplace  disruptions  and  found  that  most  injuries
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occurred  before  an  inspector  had  even  begun  their  work.
Workers simply reacted instinctively rather than safely. This
tells  us  something  important.  The  threat  is  not  the
inspection.  It  is  the  absence  of  preparation.

A workplace that trains workers on how to respond to any
government  presence,  calmly,  safely,  and  with  clear
structure, immediately reduces risk for everyone involved. 

The Real Hazard: Panic, Not the Agency 
When workers are caught off guard, their brains shift into
instinctive  decision  making.  They  stop  thinking  about  the
hazard  in  front  of  them  and  start  thinking  about  the
unfamiliar  authority  figure  approaching.  In  one  California
agricultural case, a worker stepped off an elevated drying
rack without securing footing because he felt pressured by the
presence  of  outside  officials.  The  fall  caused  serious
injuries. Investigators later noted that the employer had no
written  protocol  for  unexpected  inspections,  nothing
communicated  during  orientation,  and  no  instructions  about
staying in place if startled. 

This pattern appears across multiple industries. The hazard is
not the inspector. The hazard is the chaos that unfolds when
workers do not know what to do. 

A well-trained crew should never feel the need to flee, hide,
or rush down from height. Their role is simply to stay where
they are, stay safe, and allow designated representatives to
handle the interaction. 

Why  Workers  Need  Early  Training  on
Inspection Response 
At  a  food  processing  facility  in  Washington,  the  safety
director began including a short section on “Responding to
Unannounced  Visits”  during  orientation.  The  plant  had



experienced  a  near  miss  the  previous  year  when  a  machine
operator saw unfamiliar officials entering the premises and
abruptly walked away from the running equipment, causing a jam
that could have injured a coworker. 

After the new training was implemented, the director said
something remarkable happened. During the next surprise audit
by a state regulator, no one panicked. Workers remained at
their stations. Supervisors followed a clear protocol. The
inspection proceeded smoothly. And most importantly, not a
single unsafe movement occurred during the initial moments of
confusion. 

This is what preparation does. It removes uncertainty, which
removes panic, which removes risk. 

Designating  Trained  Representatives
Prevents Misinformation 
A large logistics company in Ontario learned the importance of
designated  representatives  the  hard  way.  When  enforcement
officers arrived at one of their distribution centers, a well
meaning  but  untrained  supervisor  began  answering  questions
independently. His answers were incomplete, inconsistent, and
occasionally incorrect because he misunderstood what was being
asked.  The  situation  became  tense,  operations  halted
unnecessarily, and the inspection took three times longer than
needed. 

The company later adopted a policy naming two managers and a
safety coordinator as the only individuals permitted to escort
officials and speak on behalf of the business. The next time
regulators  visited,  the  difference  was  immediate.  Workers
continued  tasks  without  disruption.  Inspectors
received accurate information. And the visit remained calm
because all communication flowed through people who had been
trained for it. 



Workers  often  feel  reassured  simply  knowing  that  someone
else is responsible for managing unexpected visits. It gives
them permission to stay focused on their safety rather than
the authority figure walking through the door. 

Understanding Entry Requirements Reduces
Conflict 
Inspectors expect employers to verify credentials. They expect
questions. They expect procedural clarity. What they do not
expect is confusion. 

In one documented case in the Midwest, a business refused
entry  to  environmental  officials  because  the  receptionist
panicked  and  assumed  they  had  no  authority  to  enter.  The
misunderstanding escalated unnecessarily. Later investigation
showed the officials did, in fact, have legal authority to
conduct the inspection. The issue was not the law. It was the
lack  of  training  on  how  employees  should  handle  these
situations.  

In contrast, a manufacturing plant in Colorado developed a
simple  verification  process.  When  inspectors  arrived,  the
front  gate  operator  calmly  radioed  the  designated
representative,  confirmed  identification,  and  asked  the
officials to wait until the representative arrived. The entire
exchange lasted minutes and set a respectful tone for the
visit. 

When  everyone  understands  the  process,  tension  drops  and
safety increases. 

Safety Must Come Before Procedure 
Even  with  excellent  planning,  unexpected  visits  interrupt
attention.  Workers  who  are  climbing,  operating  powered
equipment, or navigating elevated structures face immediate
danger if startled. 



A forestry operation in British Columbia implemented a “pause
and stabilize” rule after a near miss in which a chainsaw
operator, surprised by the presence of unfamiliar officials,
turned abruptly while cutting. The trees were stable, but the
risk was unacceptable. 

Under  the  new  rule,  if  any  outside  agency  arrives,  a
supervisor calmly instructs workers engaged in high hazard
activities to pause, stabilize tools, and remain in place
until  the  representative  confirms  next  steps.  This  simple
directive  has  prevented  three  incidents  in  the  last  year
alone. 

The lesson is consistent across industries. The safest thing a
worker can do during an unannounced visit is stay where they
are and avoid sudden movements. 

Communication Prevents Rumors, and Rumors
Cause Risk 
In a poultry plant in Arkansas, workers once saw uniformed
officials passing through the parking lot and assumed the
worst. Word spread on the floor within seconds. Some workers
left their stations, others attempted to contact family, and
one employee slipped on wet flooring while rushing toward the
exit. 

Management  learned  afterward  that  the  officials  were
investigating a matter unrelated to the plant, but the damage
was done. Fear filled the knowledge gap, and fear led directly
to unsafe behaviour. 

Since then, the plant has adopted a communication model that
prioritizes speed and clarity. When any official enters the
premises, a short message is delivered to workers through
radios or overhead announcement:
“We have an external agency on site. Continue working safely.
You will be informed if procedures change.” 



It is astounding how far a simple message can go. When people
know someone is managing the situation, they stop filling in
the blanks with their imagination. 

The Value of a Written, Practiced Policy 
A  written  policy  is  not  bureaucracy.  It  is  a  stabilizing
force. 

After a serious near miss at an orchard in Washington State —
where a worker descended from a ladder too quickly after being
startled by government vehicles — the employer introduced a
formal  inspection  response  plan.  The  plan  covered  who
responds, how to control hazards, how to communicate, and how
to resume operations. The employer also ran a short practice
drill. 

Three months later, another agency visited. This time, workers
stayed  calm.  Supervisors  handled  the  interaction.  No  one
rushed. No one fled. No one got hurt. 

A practiced plan is a protective plan.

Emotional  Support  Matters  More  Than
Employers Realize 
Any  unexpected  authority  presence  can  trigger  stress,
especially  for  workers  who  have  previously  had  negative
experiences  with  government  officials  or  who  come  from
countries  where  inspections  are  abrupt,  intimidating,  or
punitive. 

A construction company in Texas realized this after several
workers expressed fear even after the inspection had ended.
The company began offering short debriefs where supervisors
explained  what  happened  and  reassured  workers.  They  also
partnered  with  a  local  community  organization  to  provide
optional counseling sessions. 



Within months, workers began responding more calmly to all
external visits because they trusted that the company would
look out for their safety and well being. 

Human beings process stress physically, not just mentally.
Talking about what happened helps people reset.

The Culture That Handles Inspections Well
Handles Everything Well 
A workplace that remains calm during an unexpected inspection
is  usually  calm  everywhere  else.  Supervisors  communicate
clearly. Workers trust leadership. Procedures are known and
practiced. And safety is treated as a shared responsibility,
not a compliance exercise. 

In  fact,  several  researchers  have  noted  that  a  company’s
reaction to inspections is one of the best predictors of its
overall  safety  maturity.  When  workers  panic,  it  usually
signals  deeper  cultural  instability.  When  workers  stay
composed,  it  means  training,  communication,  and  trust  are
already strong. 

The  goal  is  not  perfection.  It  is  predictability.  It  is
confidence. It is a workplace where everyone knows what to do
when the unexpected happens. 

Final Thoughts 
Employers cannot control when an inspector arrives. But they
can control how the workplace responds. Calm, trained workers
do not rush down ladders. They do not abandon machinery mid
cycle. They do not assume the worst. They stay safe because
they  understand  the  process  and  trust  that  leaders  are
managing the event. 

Inspections are a normal part of regulated industries. They do
not  have  to  be  chaotic  or  dangerous.  With  preparation,



communication, case-based learning, and a steady culture, an
unannounced visit becomes just another moment in the workday —
not a source of panic. 

The safest workplaces are not the ones without inspections.
They are the ones where everyone, from frontline workers to
supervisors, knows exactly how to stay safe when an inspector
walks through the door. 


