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How do you see the OHS profession 
evolving over the coming 3-5 years? 

In answering this, we should remind 
ourselves that the Institute has defined 
‘profession’ broadly and is intentionally 
raising the profile of occupational and 
workplace health in addition to safety. 
While practising members who have 
gained generalist WHS certification 
comprise the core of the Institute, we 
embrace all health and safety professionals 
including regulators, managers, lawyers, 
ergonomists, hygienists, process safety 
and high-risk specialists, academics, those 
who assist with return to work, and many 
others. 

In the next three to five years I see gen-
eralist OHS/WHS professionals building on 
certification with robust CPD and working 
collaboratively with domain specialists to 
provide the best possible targeted advice. 
The noble goal of reducing death, injury and 
disease, societal expectations of expertise 
and ethics, the changing nature of work, 
and the threat of litigation, will all help 
drive the need to be more professional and 
responsive to organisational and client 
requirements. Our international role with 
INSHPO (Nathan Winter is president-elect) 
and the evolving Body of Knowledge and 
links to the Global Capability Framework 
will assist in this evolution.

The Institute’s vision is to have safe and 
healthy workers in productive workplaces. 
As a former economist, I see productiv-
ity as critical for achieving WHS and other 
societal goals. Stripping away unnecessary 
paperwork while ensuring major risks are 
understood and hazards controlled will con-
tinue to be a key aspect of the evolving pro-
fession, increasingly in combination with 
greater use of data, artificial intelligence 
and robotics. Communication remains 
fundamental and we must be mindful of 
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workforce literacy, numeracy, ESL, learning 
style and cultural issues that can impede 
comprehension, and the impact of greater 
use of casual, contractor, consultant and 
outsourced workers. 

What are 2-3 key opportunities for 
the profession in the process? 

The Royal Commission into Financial 
Services and other recent major inquiries 
have seen a shift towards tougher 
enforcement of laws and regulations when 
behaviour falls short of what is required. 
Penalties and prosecutions from company 
boards downwards will increasingly be 
part of the corporate landscape. Health 
and safety is no different, with the Boland 
review of WHS legislation recommending 
tougher penalties including new industrial 
manslaughter laws. The profession has an 
opportunity both to influence policy and to 
provide tailored advice and solutions for 
concerned directors, managers and their 
organisations.

programs, thereby assisting individuals, 
employers and productivity. Our ageing 
population will both choose and need to 
work longer. And once in aged care, WHS 
issues for our professional advice will arise 
for both residents and carers whether 
remaining in private homes or in nursing 
homes and other residential facilities.

With ISO 45001:2018 now adopted in 
Australia, it provides an excellent oppor-
tunity for the profession to use as a robust 
framework to assist employers with WHS 
compliance and in integrating health and 
safety with other business processes. We 
should also be positively influencing the 
Australian Work Health and Safety Strategy 
to succeed the 2012-2022 Strategy.

What are 2-3 challenges facing the 
profession along the way? 

Our members’ ageing demographics and 
the varying quality of non-degree WHS 
training and education are challenges. If 
one of our members provides poor advice 
and a workplace fatality or serious injury 
occurs, this could rebound on the Institute 
and its members more broadly in a coronial 
inquest if we cannot demonstrate robust 
accreditation, certification, mentoring 
and continuing professional development 
processes. Most of us are challenged in 
some way by the rapid pace of technology, 
‘disruption’ and the changing nature of 
work. To remain relevant, health and safety 
professionals must be evidence-based, 
responsive and agile. 

If we are to engage with boards and 
senior management of major companies, 
and with public service and other organi-
sational leaders who have major health 
and safety responsibilities, we must truly 
understand our audience and the serious 
competing pressures they face. In addi-
tion to direct contact, national bodies 

“To remain relevant, 
health and safety 
professionals must 
be evidence-based, 
responsive and agile”

Health issues will require a greater 
response from OHS professionals. These 
will include the familiar soft tissue damage, 
slips, trips and falls, chemicals, asbestos 
and dust diseases more generally (e.g. 
silicosis), and mental health conditions 
including from bullying and harassment. 
The well-demonstrated positive impact of 
employment on health will continue to see 
member engagement with return-to-work 
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like the Australian Institute of Company 
Directors, the Australian Industry Group 
and the Institute of Public Administration 
Australia and their state-based constitu-
ent bodies provide a possible pathway to 
meet this challenge. Of course, appropri-
ate engagement with relevant unions is 
also an important challenge. Collaboration 
with the right partners at the right time to 
advance our vision is both a challenge and 
an opportunity.

How do you see the skillset of the 
OHS professional needing to evolve 
to meet the above challenges and 
maximise opportunities? 

With more and more portfolio work, 
individuals will have greater responsibility 
for their own professional development 
and the Institute will have a role to help 
them undertake and record this. With 
greater use of computers and robots, OHS 
professionals will need to manage those 
technology interfaces with both hard 
and soft skills. Hard skills will include 
analysis of data and ensuring algorithms 
are meaningful, while soft skills will 
include working with other professionals 
and teams that may be located around 
the country and overseas. Fluidity of 
work, including work from home, can 
bring family and productivity benefits 
for workers and employers and reduce 
exposure to road trauma and congestion, 
but also OHS concerns from ergonomics 
to mental health issues resulting from 
isolation. The generalist professional will 
need to review and consult carefully and 
be systemic in their analysis and advice.

How do you see OHS policy needing 
to change and evolve as well? 

I hope to finally see harmonisation of 
WHS legislation across Australia and 
increased consistency of compliance and 
enforcement. Reducing unnecessary red 
tape – whether legislated or self-imposed 
– also needs to be prioritised based on 
good evidence-based advocacy and 
advice by the Institute and members. If 
the Institute wants a seat at the policy 
table, it must have sensible policies that 
are independent, proactive and evidence-
based rather than self-serving, and be 
prepared to engage with ministers, senior 
public servants and regulators. This is not 
a task for amateurs. The AIHS’s chair and 
CEO, key directors like Peter Henneken, 
and the College’s policy chair, Leo 
Ruschena, are all well-equipped for this, 
but more hands on deck will be required. 

What role do you see the AIHS and 
College of Fellows playing in the 
above? 

The 200 or so Fellows who comprise the 
College of Fellows are the Institute’s 
thought leaders and repositories of wisdom 
and should be a driving force for the 
Institute. I have plenty of ideas through 
which the College can help the Institute 
and its membership more broadly. As with 
all my past roles, I want to collaborate with 
others of like mind inside and outside and 
aim for excellence. Priority number one for 
me is to engage with existing AIHS Fellows 
and see who might have the energy and 
who is able to make the time commitment 
to do more to help. Priority number two is 
to cast the net widely for new Fellows who 
are leaders in their health and safety fields 
and are prepared to work with and in the 
Institute. I know there are many who in 
recent years, for various reasons, may not 
have been encouraged to do so as much as 
we would wish.

Membership fees and other income 
allows for only a small (wonderful but 
over-stretched) secretariat, so the Institute 
will only grow and develop if it harnesses 
the expertise of volunteers committed to 
improving workplace safety and health. 

The College of Fellows must take a 
leading role in advancing high professional 
standards, research, education and advo-
cacy. In particular, the College executive 
currently comprises chairs of subcom-
mittees on Ethics, Policy, Australian/NZ 
Standards, Awards and College member-
ship, CPD, Mentoring, and the Body of 
Knowledge. If you have particular expertise 
and energy to make a difference through 
the College, please send me a message 
through LinkedIn and I will do my best to 
find time to explore what may be possible. 
Regarding prospective fellowship, an online 
process is accessible now on the Institute’s 
website.

What role do you see yourself 
playing in this? 

Of course, I won’t be a one-man-band 
and the AIHS board, CEO/secretariat and 
the College executive will be crucial. I 
have had many years working in and with 
Commonwealth and state governments 
and regulators and hope that this can 
assist the College and Institute. When I 
set up and led the Australian Transport 
Safety Bureau for its first decade, I sought 
world-class excellence and was pragmatic 
in finding resources and collaborations and 
redesigning systems needed to achieve 
safety outcomes. Gender balance and 
diversity and succession planning were 
important elements too. Much of this is 
transferable to the Institute.

I have led teams of safety profession-
als and served on a range of government 
boards since becoming a Commonwealth 
Public Service Division head in 1994. It was 
relatively easy having the positional power 
to make decisions. My service on not-for-
profit boards and working with volunteers 
was different and often harder. Most re-
cently, I was employed by the CSIRO to run 
an unincorporated research joint venture 
for seven years where collaboration and 
outcomes from scientists, engineers and 
other academics relied on vision, the power 
of personality and obtaining new funding. I 
hope that this experience will also transfer 
well to the College. My experience with 
the WA Branch of the AIHS and now the SA 
Branch will help me remain grounded. 

As a recent retiree from the paid work-
force, I remain passionate about health and 
safety and will endeavour to encourage 
others to make a difference. In most cases, 
as well as giving back and serving others, 
volunteering leads to new friendships and 
personal development. I hope to devote at 
least three to five years to the Institute and 
ensure that there are many who can take 
my place. n

About Kym Bills

Before his recent retirement, Kym was CEO of the Western Australian Energy Research Alliance 
for seven years employed through the CSIRO. He was previously Foundation Head of the 
Australian Transport Safety Bureau from 1999 to 2009. During 2009, Kym was appointed by 
The Hon Martin Ferguson and The Hon Norman Moore to review the Australian offshore petro-
leum industry safety regulations in light of the 2008 Varanus Island explosions, and he was 
subsequently Project Director of the National Mine Safety Framework WHS reform process. 
Kym has had a rich and long-spanning history around the issue of health and safety as chair of 
the Australian Centre for Natural Gas Management, the National Road Safety Strategy panel, 
the International Transportation Safety Association and the Commonwealth/State/NT Marine 
& Ports Group. Kym is a Fellow of seven professional bodies including the AIHS and has also 
served in the support of the Institute previously as the branch chair of our WA Branch and has 
been particularly supportive of the AIHS’s policy work.
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