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T
he Australian Institute of Health 
& Safety recently convened the 
Australian Workplace Health 
& Safety Awards 2021. Now in 

their second year, the awards recognise 
achievements in WHS across 11 award 
categories. The awards are co-presented 
by different stakeholders in the health 
and safety community, and attract a 
wide variety of nominations from both 
organisations and individuals.

Each issue of OHS Professional – includ-
ing the one you are reading now – will 
include case studies of award winners over 
the coming 12 months. These award-based 
case studies are important as they raise the 
professional bar through recognising WHS 
excellence and innovation in practice. 

In this issue, for example, we exam-
ine why DEMEX – a leading provider of 
demolition, waste removal, and remedia-
tion services – won the Small to Medium 
Enterprise: Health & Safety Excellence 
Award for its work demolishing four 

always existed, but “what has changed is 
our risk tolerance and ideas about effective 
leadership.” For the full article please turn 
to page 30.

This edition also features an insightful 
contribution (beginning page 12) from EY’s 
Andi Csontos, Sarah Ogilvie and Donna 
Trembath on the challenging subject of un-
covering and addressing sexual harassment 
in the workplace. This issue has become 
more prominent in recent times, and they 
explain WHS and HR professionals have 
plenty to contribute on how to respond to 
incidents and complaints, how to establish 
trust across organisational levels, and how 
to lead safe workplaces. More than ever, 
they say it is time for WHS and HR profes-
sionals to act with courage, conviction, 
empathy and curiosity.

The law feature for this edition focuses 
on Australia’s first industrial manslaughter 
prosecution, which raises several important 
questions about potential prosecutions 
in the future. Authored by editorial board 
member Liam O’Connor, he notes the cur-
rent status of the fragmented legislation for 
Australian businesses that operate across 
several jurisdictions implies that the value of 
a life, and the potential imprisonment terms, 
are solely dependent on the locality of the 
PCBU and the worker involved. Turn to page 
14 for more information.

Lastly, we have an interview with Bill 
Esteves, executive director of NT WorkSafe 
(beginning page 17). He notes that, unfortu-
nately, there is a proportion of workers who 
raise WHS concerns and ask to remain anony-
mous due to fears of reprisals from their 
workplace. On a more positive note, Esteves 
affirms NT WorkSafe and industry share a 
common goal in wanting to ensure workers 
are to be seriously injured or killed. n

04 EDITORIAL NOTE

Craig Donaldson, editor,  
OHS Professional

Recognition for a WHS job well done
The Australian Workplace Health & Safety Awards 2021 provide national 
recognition to organisations and individuals who are demonstrating excellence 
and innovation in the field of WHS

The OHS Professional editorial board 2021

CHANELLE 
MCENALLAY

National safety, 
property & 
environment 
manager, 
Ramsay Health 
Care 

DAVID  
BORYS 

Independent  
OHS educator  
& researcher

KAREN  
WOLFE

General  
manager of  
high reliability,  
ANSTO

KYM  
BANCROFT 

Head of safety, 
environment 
& wellbeing, 
AsPac, Serco 
Asia Pacific

LIAM  
O'CONNOR

HSET group 
manager, SRG 
Global

LOUISE 
HOWARD

Executive 
director of safety, 
Transport for 
NSW

MICHAEL 
TOOMA

Managing  
partner, Clyde  
& Co Australia

PATRICK 
HUDSON 

Professor,  
Delft University  
of Technology

STEVE  
BELL

Partner,  
Herbert Smith 
Freehills

buildings at the Mulwala explosives facility 
in regional NSW. Turn to page 20 to read the 
full story and interview with Jay Spencer, 
safety & systems manager for DEMEX.

Another award-based case study in this 
issue focuses on Goodstart Early Learning, 
Australia’s largest provider of early learning 
and childcare. It won the Large Enterprise: 
Health & Safety Leadership & Culture 
Award for its organisation-wide approach 
to responding to COVID-19, which was stra-
tegically managed by Goodstart’s national 
safety team. Turn to page 24 to see the full 
story and interview with the company’s CEO 
Julia Davison.

We also continue our exploration of the 
OHS Body of Knowledge in this issue with 
a feature article that explores psychosocial 
hazards, fatigue-related hazards, work-
place bullying and violence. This article 
features interviews with the respective 
authors of three chapters and also includes 
some insightful perspective from Celia 
Antonovsky, HSEQ manager for Transdev. 
She asserts that the effects of bullying, 
fatigue, stress and workplace pressure have 

“ There is a proportion 
of workers who 
raise WHS concerns 
and ask to remain 
anonymous due to 
fears of reprisals 
from their workplace”
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What makes a capable, suitably qualified health 
and safety practitioner or professional?
AIHS CEO David Clarke discusses a question that has been a source of 
debate in recent years

The national OHS Profession Certification 
program provides answers to many of these 
challenges. The Australian approach to 
certifying practitioners and professionals 
according to demonstrated capability, is 
largely similar to the UK, USA and Canadian 
models (with the US model leaning more 
strongly toward demonstrating knowledge), 
which have been operating for decades, pro-
viding proof of concept for this profession.  

This isn’t only about giving employers 
confidence that they’re getting the right ad-
vice – it’s also about improving that advice. 
Certification programs do far more than 
establish WHS credentials: they formalise an 
ongoing career-learning pathway, designed 
by the individual, and in Australia, certified 
people are signatories to an ethical frame-
work of operating.  

There is still more to do in this first gen-
eration of the Australian program, and that 
work is underway, including:
• Providing access to the practitioner cer-

tification framework for the thousands of 
capable people working in the market-
place with Cert IVs;

• Building far more effective and targeted 
professional development and learning 
opportunities;

• Finding ways to incorporate and 
recognise specific specialist industry 
knowledge.
The certification program journey is now 

at an important point in its development: the 
early adopters are certified, and many others 
are waiting to see industry demand for their 
certification before they take the next step. 
This has begun, with an increasing number 
of advertisements seeking certified can-
didates, and in the coming year we will be 
announcing a number of special certification 
partnerships with Australian companies. The 
Continuing Professional Development CPD 
system is now locked in, and people annually 
re-register including attesting to both operat-
ing ethically and undertaking (CPD). 

This is an exciting time for the health and 
safety profession. Certification and other 
programs such as Education Accreditation 
and Body of Knowledge development are 
steadily progressing towards better struc-
tures and systems, greater consistency of 
performance, and greater role clarity. These 
all contribute to better health and safety out-
comes overall, which is after all, the greater 
goal we all share as a profession, coming 
together through the work of the Institute. n

T
he answer to the question, “what 
makes a capable, suitably qualified 
health and safety practitioner or 
professional?” in general terms 

is the same as it is for every profession. 
Capability within a profession is widely 
recognised as being able to demonstrate 
the successful application of  (a) a good 
education (bringing knowledge of conceptual 
frameworks) and (b) good work experience 
(bringing understanding of how to apply 
those concepts in the real world, and on-
the-job practical learning). When aligned, 
they can maximise the prospects of good 
performance.  

In health and safety, we used to have the 
binary ‘education vs experience’ debate – as 
if one trumps the other. From a personal 
perspective, there are alternative paths to 
achieve capability – so those who argue that 
they’ve learnt the conceptual frameworks 
along the way without the education, and can 
apply them, could be right. However, from a 
systems perspective, this debate has always 
been a waste of energy. In health and safety, 
both have a critical impact on capability. 

Almost every single system of certifying 
all professions determines candidates’ capa-
bility only after setting an entry point of BOTH 
minimum education and minimum work 
experience. This is as much or even more im-
portant to do in health and safety, than other 
professions as the educational standards 
that the industry accepts in health and safety 
are diverse and range from VET training for 
practitioners, to higher end post-grad qualifi-
cations for more senior individuals.     

When it comes to assessing and improving 
the capability of health and safety people, we 
have a matrix of complexities: Inside the com-
pany, the practitioner/advisor role you start in 
bears virtually no resemblance to the execu-
tive leadership role held by the most senior 
WHS person in that company. A cross-cutting 
complexity is the fact that specific industries 
can have very different WHS challenges, and 
over time, people tend to specialise.

Legally, an employer is required to source 
suitably qualified advice, and to their credit, 
a number of state regulators are now working 
on providing greater detail about what ‘suit-
ably qualified’ looks like, but there is much 
more to be done. At this time, you still need 
no qualifications nor proven capability, to put 
up your shingle and advise a company on 
health and safety. This alarms me today, more 
than ever.  

Dave Clarke, CEO of the Australian Institute 
of Health & Safety

“ In health and 
safety, we used to 
have the binary 
‘education vs 
experience’ debate 
– as if one trumps 
the other”
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First imprisonment 
under WA’s 
workplace safety 
and health laws
The director of a shed 
building company has 

become the first person to be sentenced 
to a term of imprisonment under WA’s 
workplace safety and health laws. Mark 
Withers, director of MT Sheds (WA) Pty 
Ltd, was sentenced in the Esperance 
Magistrates Court to two years and two 
months’ imprisonment following the 2020 
death of a young worker and the serious 
injury of another. He is to serve eight 
months of the sentence immediately, with 
the remaining 18 months suspended for 
12 months. He was also fined $2,250 for 
operating a crane without the appropriate 
licence. MT Sheds and Withers plead 
guilty to a total of seven separate charges, 
including charges in relation to the death 
of Jake Williams and serious injuries 
sustained by Fraser Pinchin in March last 
year. The charges included one of gross 
negligence against MT Sheds, for which 
the company was fined $550,000. Withers 
plead guilty to a charge that the company’s 
gross negligence offence occurred with his 
consent or was attributable to his neglect. 
It was on this charge that he was sentenced 
to imprisonment. 

Open-plan office 
noise increases stress 
and worsens mood 
There is a significant 
relationship between 
open-plan office noise 

and physiological stress, according to a 
recent research study. The results found 
that such noise, heightens workers’ 
negative moods by up to 25 per cent. The 
research conducted by academics at Bond 
University and Resonate Consultants in 
Adelaide, suggested COVID-19-induced 
changes in the workplace present a timely 
opportunity to consider and remediate the 
deleterious effects of noise – a commonly 
cited complaint of employees working in 
open-plan office environments. While self-
reports suggest that open-plan office noise 
is perceived as a stressor, the researchers 
said there is little experimental research 
which comprehensively investigates the 
effects of noise on employees, in terms of 
their cognitive performance, physiological 
indicators of stress and affects. Specifically, 
open-plan office noise heightened negative 
mood by 25 per cent and increased sweat 
response by 34 per cent – based on testing 
participants in a simulated open-plan office 
for just eight minutes at a time.

Mental stress and 
harassment/bullying 
claims on the rise
Workers’ compensation 
claims related to mental 
stress, harassment or 

bullying have risen in recent years, according 
to a recent Safe Work Australia analysis. It 
found the frequency rate (claims per 100 
million hours worked) of mental stress 
claims declined from 2002–03 to 2015–16, 
before rising again in recent years. The 
rate for harassment or bullying claims (a 
subset of mental stress) has increased over 
the same period reaching 17.5 in 2018–19, 
according to preliminary data analysis. Safe 
Work Australia said the data provides one 
indicator of the psychosocial health and 
safety status of Australian workplaces over 
time and should be interpreted with caution. 
Factors such as changes to jurisdictional 
legislation, and an increased willingness to 
report and claim for work-related mental 
stress, will also have influenced the number 
of claims over the reporting period. The 
analysis also found the frequency rates 
of workers’ compensation claims for 
harassment,  bullying and exposure to 
workplace or occupational violence made by 
female employees were more than twice the 
rates of these claims made by males over the 
three years 2016–17 to 2018–19 combined. 

Occupation not a key 
determinant for being 
overweight or obese
There are a number of 
important determinants 
for Australians when it 

comes to being overweight or obese, recent 
research has found. People with lower levels 
of education, living in inner regional areas, 
or paying off a mortgage or renting, are more 
likely to be overweight or obese, according 
to an Inequalities in overweight and obesity 
and the social determinants of health report 
conducted by the Australian Institute of 
Health and Welfare (AIHW). The report 
brings together data from the Australian 
Bureau of Statistics’ National Health Surveys 
held between 2007–08 and 2017–18 to 
look at relationships between overweight 
and obesity with the social determinants 
of health – the circumstances in which 
people grow, live, work and age. “Social 
determinants of health that can strengthen 
or undermine the health of individuals 
include a person’s level of education, 
occupation, household income and 
household make-up, but the strength of the 
association between some of these factors 
with overweight or obesity is unclear,” said 
AIHW spokesperson Richard Juckes. 

How will artificial 
intelligence and 
machine learning 
impact OHS?
Significant technological 
disruption is occurring 

across numerous sectors and industries, 
this is drastically changing the nature 
of work and presenting new challenges 
for work health and safety, according to 
Macquarie University. While automation 
has been ubiquitous in the completion of 
physical, repetitive workplace tasks for 
some time (such as product assembly, for 
example), recent advancements in artificial 
intelligence (AI) and machine learning (ML) 
are now bearing major impacts on primarily 
cognitive tasks, said Dr Ben Morrison, Senior 
Lecturer in Organisational Psychology at 
Macquarie University, who recently spoke as 
part of SAFEfest for 2021: Health & Safety 
in a Changing World. “AI systems have the 
potential to benefit the health and safety 
of workers, such as reducing the cognitive 
complexity present in many work roles, and 
conversely the mental burden placed on 
workers,” said Morrison. “However, we can 
also expect a number of arising hazards from 
their use,” he said, pointing to factors such 
as reduced contact with other workers and 
peers and decreased social support as well 
as accelerated work pace.

Why psychological 
safety is a team 
sport
While individuals 
need to feel safe 
with the interactions 

they have with their leader, when it 
comes to psychological safety, it is 
equally important – if not more so – for 
employees to feel safe within their team, 
with or without the leader present. 
Much of the current advice to improve 
psychological safety has focussed 
predominately on the leader and team 
interface, said Sandra Lam, managing 
director of FIFO Focus (FF).  Lam recently 
spoke at an AIHS webinar on creating the 
perfect storm for psychological safety 
in the workplace. “Advice such as avoid 
blaming and allowing your team to make 
mistakes, including your team in decision 
making, being open to feedback, are 
valid, however the focus is very much 
building safety through the leader-
team dynamic,” said Lam, an endorsed 
organisational psychologist with over 
two decades of industry experience in 
public and private sectors worldwide. 
“However, psychological safety is a team 
sport.” 
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GoingSafe365: Digital to Drive Change 
at Sector Level – NZ Health Sector Case 
Study
Monday, 6 September, 2021
14:30 to 15:30 AEST
AIHS Endorsed Professional 
Development (5 CPD points)

Webinar: Usability Mapping Awareness
Tuesday, 7 September, 2021
14:30 to 15:30 AEDT
AIHS Endorsed Training (5 CPD points)

SA Networking Event: Barossa Winery 
event Henschke Winery
Friday, 10 September, 2021
12:00 to 16:00
Address: Barossa Winery, 1303 Barossa 
Valley Way Lyndoch SA 5351

IP402 Surveying and Sampling 
Strategies for Asbestos in Buildings
Monday, 13 September, 2021 - 7:30 to 
Wednesday, 15 September, 2021 - 15:30 
AWST
AIHS Endorsed Training (60 CPD points)

Avetta: Empower a Sustainable Future: 
How to Manage ESG Compliance 
through Safety
Thursday, 16 September, 2021
14:30 to 15:30 AEST
AIHS Endorsed Professional 
Development (5 CPD points)

Foundation Course: Apply the Science of 
Safety with Usability Mapping Online
Tuesday, 21 September, 2021 - 12:30 to 
Friday, 24 September, 2021 - 16:30 AEST
AIHS Endorsed Training (40 CPD points)

Safety of Machinery series – Risk-free 
Procurement of Machinery
Tuesday, 21 September, 2021
14:30 to 15:30 AEST
AIHS Endorsed Professional 
Development (5 CPD points)

Emerging Leaders: Work at Heights 
Social Event
Tuesday, 21 September, 2021
16:30 to 19:30 AEST
Address: HardRock Climbing, 4/8 
Franklin St Melbourne VIC 3000

Clyde & Co Webinar: WHS & 
Employment Law: Where issues overlap
Wednesday, 22 September, 2021
13:00 to 14:00 AEST
AIHS Endorsed Professional 
Development (5 CPD points)

Australian Workplace Health & Safety 
Awards Webinar – New Initiatives
Thursday, 23 September, 2021
14:30 to 15:30
5 CPD points

Usability Mapping Masterclass
Thursday, 7 October, 2021 - 9:00 to 
Tuesday, 12 October, 2021 - 17:00 AEDT
AIHS Endorsed Training (10 CPD points)

Electrical Safety Conference
Tuesday, 12 October, 2021 - 14:00 to 
Thursday, 14 October, 2021 - 17:00 AEDT

WorkWell – a multi-pronged approach to 
prevent workplace mental injury
Tuesday, 12 October, 2021
14:30 to 15:30 AEST
5 CPD points

The Costa Concordia Workshop - Online
Tuesday, 12 October, 2021
16:00 to 18:00 AEDT
AIHS Endorsed Training (20 CPD points)

The Costa Concordia Workshop - Online
Thursday, 14 October, 2021
16:00 to 18:00 AEDT
AIHS Endorsed Training (20 CPD points)

Webinar: Usability Mapping Awareness
Tuesday, 19 October, 2021
14:30 to 15:30 AEDT
AIHS Endorsed Training (5 CPD points)

The Costa Concordia Workshop - Online
Tuesday, 19 October, 2021
16:00 to 18:00 AEDT
AIHS Endorsed Training (20 CPD points)

Clyde & Co Webinar: WHS & Mental 
Health: Where are we at and what have 
we learnt so far
Wednesday, 20 October, 2021
13:00 to 14:00 AEDT
AIHS Endorsed Professional 
Development (5 CPD points)

Workplace mental health - From wellbe-
ing to risk management. The evolving 
role of the OHS professional.
Wednesday, 20 October, 2021
14:30 to 15:30 AEDT
5 CPD points

The Costa Concordia Workshop - Online
Thursday, 21 October, 2021
16:00 to 18:00 AEDT
 AIHS Endorsed Training (20 CPD points)

South Australian 2021 Safety 
Symposium
Friday, 22 October, 2021 
11:30 to 17:00 ACST
Address: The Sanctuary, Adelaide Zoo1 
Plane Tree Drive Adelaide SA 5000
20 CPD points

SA Safety Symposium Dinner 2021
Friday, 22 October, 2021
17:15 to 21:00 ACST
Address: The Sanctuary, Adelaide Zoo1 
Plane Tree Drive Adelaide SA 5000

Conscious Leadership – developing your 
Pathway to Progress
Tuesday, 26 October, 2021
14:00 to 16:30 AEDT
AIHS Endorsed Training (40 CPD points)

For more information on any of these 
events please visit www.aihs.org.au/
events

AIHS Event Calendar
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Making a WHS difference: 
Carolyn Moore
Carolyn Moore is a 
command safety manager 
in the Australian Army and 
a certified OHS professional 
with the Australian Institute 
of Health and Safety. 
She speaks with OHS 
Professional about her 
career path, successes, 
challenges and the evolving 
role of OHS professionals

How did you become an OHS 
professional?

Growing up, my father owned and man-
aged his own engineering workshop in a 
small town called Rosewood, in South East 
Queensland (just outside the RAAF base at 
Amberley). He fixed mostly farm equipment 
and I was able to use the workshop for 
school projects. I made a weathervane for 
one project and I distinctly remember him 
explaining the lathe, and how to position 
my body and hands for a perfectly balanced 
mechanism and to not lose my fingers. I 
played the piano, so that was important to 
know and take note of. That was my first 
official safety brief and it was real. I got an 
A+ for that weathervane and still have all 
my fingers. 

In high school we moved to a farm and 
priority was more about life and welfare of 
our stock than ensuring the tools we were 
using to make a living were fit for purpose. 
By the time I left that farm for university, I 
had witnessed both of my parents sustain 
serious injuries doing everyday farming 
tasks and one of my brothers had died on his 
third day of work in a circumstance that was 
preventable. My father encouraged me to 
pursue safety as long as I did not harass him 
to put a rollbar on his tractor. No deal. That 
tractor had a rollbar before I finished the first 
semester.

Upon graduating I remember thinking 
that I was going to make a difference, but 
the harsh reality of job hunting in the mid-
1990s was tough, and the prospect of paying 
back my HECS debt was daunting. There was 
no such thing as mentors or support, but I 

“ With the increase in online learning, conferencing 
and networking due to COVID-19, strangely enough I 
have not felt more lonely, yet more connected in this 
profession than over the past 18 months”

started as a WHSO for Disability Services 
Queensland which was a dual role for WHS 
and rehabilitation. It felt like that if I failed 
in the first instance, I then had to support 
and rehabilitate, and somehow convince 
the person to return to work and figure out 
how to not break them again. I was there to 
support those who made the lives of others 

better, with absolute dignity. 
I am not sure to this day if I improved 

anyone’s working life or environment, but 
I do know that job helped me decide the 
sort of WHS professional I wanted to be. 
I did not want to be that person with the 
clipboard, marking off a checklist for compli-
ance. I wanted to understand how workers 
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recognise their risk and manage their every-
day, and make it better. Every job I have had 
since, has developed a different aspect and I 
am still on that quest. 

I now look to both academics and other 
professionals who are sharing and are ac-
cessible in ways that have not been possible 
before. It is a great time to be in safety and 
be a part of the authenticity and generosity 
of those who are sharing their journeys and 
insights. 

What makes a good health and safety 
professional?

For me this is all about context. There are 
many people that have WHS/OHS qualifica-
tions that are probably not suited to the field, 
as they can’t communicate with curiosity 
and empathy. We have to be able to take the 
experiences of the everyday and the unusual, 
to explain and support their particular context 
against an array of internal policy and exter-
nal regulation – while being sensitive to how 
that support and information may be per-
ceived and received. It is those “soft” skills 
that mean the difference between someone, 
who is academically brilliant but can’t under-
stand, and someone who is able to take on 

the experience of others and understand the 
context to be able to support and explain. 

I also believe that ongoing learning and 
study are important to be a safety profes-
sional. Whether this is formal or otherwise, 
each opportunity to learn, apply and grow 
in the profession should be pursued. With 
the increase in online learning, conferencing 
and networking due to COVID-19, strangely 
enough I have not felt more alone, yet more 

connected in this profession than over the 
past 18 months. The willingness of our peers 
to go from face-to-face to virtual and the ac-
ceptance from those of us that ‘dial in’ that it 
could at any moment crash, but willing to do 
so anyway, has been part of the fun and I am 
grateful for the effort. 

Part of being a good professional is being 
part of a good profession. I like working 
as a health and safety manager especially 
during a time where collectively we seem 
to be working towards a common goal and 
supporting those that must come after us. It 
therefore behoves that the AIHS continues 
to be that important voice and advocate in 
Australia and internationally. 

What have been the most important 
learning lessons in your career?

Never underestimate the time you need to do 
your job, and never assume you know how 
long it will take others to do theirs. This is not 
about under promising and then over provid-
ing, this is about the truth around how long it 
will take to complete a task, a report, a brief, 
an investigation, a presentation etc that does 
the end goal justice. Most of the time my work 
is not time sensitive, but I spend a fair amount 

“ What I think will 
continue to occur 
is opportunities to 
undertake short 
courses in specialist 
areas to allow us to 
better understand a 
particular risk domain 
to complement our 
base learning and 
qualifications”
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of time explaining why we should take time 
to understand or reply to a query, particularly 
in response to an incident. Creating time 
and space for others to manage is critical for 
learning versus reacting. 

I am very aware that I cannot possibly 
know everything in WHS, so having a net-
work of people that know more about areas 
that I “dabble” in is critical to providing the 
best possible advice and support to my 
organisation. Being able to share a problem 
and call upon others with expertise is 
comforting and provides yet another avenue 
to learn. 

Just because you have identified an 
issue, and gain agreement that change is 
needed, does not always result in a change. 
Be prepared to be disappointed, but try and 
try again, because your people are worth it. 
Just when you think nothing will eventuate, 
a small change can be the start of a major 
revolution. When that happens, accept hum-
bly and get to work. 

What frustrates you the most in 
health and safety?

The amount of words we use to manage 
safety. The clutter. I need an online register 
to be able to track just the enterprise level 
policies, let alone local instructions. I spend 
an immense amount of time finding the cor-
rect link and document to refer to, and then 
invariably find it will not have the information 
that is needed for a particular situation. This 
then creates a need to fill in the gap so that 
the user has what they need. My organisa-
tion is really at a point where it has to decide 
what our WHS management system should 
or could look like as I believe the time of the 
manual is past for large complex organisa-
tions such as mine. 

But that type of change is not palatable 
to all, and in itself takes time, so even those 
that are planning the ultimate future proof 
system, still have to manage in the now. 
Not every organisation will have the luxury 
of current management and future plan-
ning with enough staff to do both well, and 
within a reasonable time. So we trade-off, 
and use terms like ‘80-20’, ‘interim solution’ 
or ‘draft’ to explain the gaps and ‘policy-by-
email’ to fill the gaps. We all have some kind 
of vision of what a good system includes 
but ultimately most of us inherit our WHS 
systems then fight to make them better. I 
will continue the fight. 

How do you see OHS evolving 
and how might this impact OHS 
professionals?

I don’t think a lot will change in the next five 
years for the profession. What I think will 
change or become more apparent is what 
some professionals will specialise in or 
undertake additional study in. We will see 
tighter controls and requirements in particu-
lar areas such as radiation and aspects that 
are traditionally in the remit of occupational 
hygienists such as hazardous chemicals.

What I think will continue to occur is 
opportunities to undertake short courses in 
specialist areas to allow us to better under-
stand a particular risk domain to comple-
ment our base learning and qualifications. 
I hope that in five years we no longer use 
the term ‘investigation’ when talking about 
incidents, unless or until we change what 
that term means to us and our organisa-
tions. I hope that auditing and assurance 
overall is focussed on whether the system 
is fit for purpose and provides the user 
with the information and tools it needs to 
work safely, rather than whether a user is 
conformant to a system of work. WHS work 
should no longer be things to “prepare for” 
or “get done” but have discernible delivera-
bles for reliable and safe systems and be 
that true emergent factor to work. It is dif-
ficult to grow as a profession and in practice 
whilst fighting against a mind-set of who we 
are and what we do. 

For us to evolve we need to continue to 
challenge and be comfortable with being 
uncomfortable. When I first started in safety 
there was no such thing as a learning team 
and yet now they are probably one of the 
fastest evolving practices to not only under-
stand incidents but understand work, better 
manage risk and truly engage all levels of 
an organisation or work group to a common 
goal. However, like most good ideas in 
safety, it takes others that are not in safety 
to endorse, approve and drive the change. 
So OHS professionals in practice need to be 
visible to decision makers. 

What are the best ways OHS 
professionals can advance individual 
development?

Embrace the concept of mentors. Not only 
in safety but in other areas. I wish that there 
had been a mentoring program in AIHS when I 
graduated. I appreciate the evolution that has 
been undertaken with the current mentor pro-
gram. I was fortunate to be part of an internal 
leadership program that included mentoring 
and I know that I grew as a person and not just 
as a supervisor. That course reinforced to me 
that success needs more than being technically 
or academically good at something. The course 
I undertook, better enabled me to communi-
cate with curiosity, purpose and empathy, even 
when it was a difficult subject. 

When tasked to ask what the purpose is if 
it is not clear that there is a demonstrative or 
practical safety outcome. Any answer that in-
cludes “auditable trail” or “because the policy 
prescribes it” should be challenged. You might 
still have to do the task, (that time) but you 
may just see a change in the future. 

Finally, know that you are not alone in 
the world of WHS. There is not one person 
out there that has this figured out, so give 
yourself a break, be curious but most of all, 
be genuine. And if you can’t know it all, then 
neither can your workers, supervisors and 
managers so don’t expect it. Keep that in mind 
the next time a post incident review states 
that they “should have known ...” 

What is value being a certified OHS 
professional?

I value being a certified professional as it is 
that verification from a body that only has the 
interest of safety as its guide. It is one thing to 
gain a qualification, but certification is that ac-
knowledgement that you are able to apply your 
learning, skills and knowledge. I spend time on 
learning, how to apply in practice and knowing 
that I need to validate what I have been doing 
to maintain certification keeps me interested 
and focused. It is part of making me want to do 
and be better. n

“ WHS work should no longer be things to “prepare for” 
or “get done” but have discernible deliverables for 
reliable and safe systems, and be that true emergent 
factor to work”
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A
ustralia was once at the forefront 
of a global movement to recognise 
sex discrimination and tackle 
sexual harassment. In 1984, the 

Australian Government introduced the Sex 
Discrimination Act, specifically prohibiting 
sexual harassment at work. However, progress 
on this legal and societal issue has been slow. 

According to the report, Respect@Work: 
A National Inquiry into Sexual harassment 
in Australian Workplaces (2020), by the 
Australian Human Rights Commission (AHRC, 
the Commission), Australia now lags behind 
other countries in preventing and respond-
ing to sexual harassment. According to the 
Commission’s national survey (Everyone’s 
business: Fourth national survey on sexual 
harassment in Australian workplaces (2018), 
AHRC), one in three people experienced 
sexual harassment at work in the past five 
years. 

The same 2018 AHRC national survey, re-
vealed the intersectional nature of workplace 
sexual harassment. This is not just a women’s 
issue. In the past five years, 39 per cent of 
women and 26 per cent of men have experi-
enced sexual harassment at work. Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander people (53 per cent) 
were more likely than non-Indigenous people 
(32 per cent) to have experienced workplace 
sexual harassment in this same period.

There is an increasing focus on sexual 
harassment in the workplace, moving well 
beyond the existing anti-discrimination legal 
framework and cementing sexual harass-
ment as a serious misconduct, work health 
and safety (WHS) and Fair Work Commission 
(FWC) issue. 

Often viewed within organisations as a 
‘confidential personnel issue’ to be dealt 
with by human resources (HR) behind closed 
doors, workplace sexual harassment is equal-
ly a WHS incident requiring action. Under the 
existing model and State WHS laws, every 
Australian workplace has a duty to prevent 
exposure to harm and to systematically ad-
dress workplace risk. As demonstrated by the 
AHRC, and recently exposed by Australian 
media, workplace sexual harassment is wide-
spread and pervasive. It is a known cause of 

psychological and physical harm. And it is 
preventable.

Yet, research conducted in 2021 led by 
the Sex Discrimination Commissioner, Kate 
Jenkins, on behalf of the Australian Council 
of Superannuation Investors Limited (ACSI), 
involved a comprehensive survey of 118 
ASX200 companies. This study found only ‘19 
per cent of survey respondents recognised 
that the board had a primary responsibility 
and accountability for the prevention and 
response to sexual harassment; including 
the oversight of policies and frameworks 
that support the gathering and use of data’. 
Further, the research found less than half the 
respondents indicated sexual harassment 
was a regular board agenda item up for dis-
cussion (Equality across the board: Investing 
in workplaces that work for everyone (2021), 
AHRC).

Why are we failing to make in-roads 
on this issue?
You can almost hear the collective sigh 
from the WHS and wider HR community. 
The topic is sensitive, almost taboo, and we 
traditionally have not been actively engaged – 
by design or default. 

Yet, WHS and HR professionals have 
plenty to contribute on how to respond to 
incidents and complaints, how to establish 
trust across organisational levels, and how to 
lead safe workplaces. We understand what 
it takes to nurture an inclusive work culture, 
where employees feel safe to report and con-
fident that appropriate action will be taken – 
working together as people professionals, we 
can design an integrated response. 

Handling incidents and complaints
Respectful transparency, where an 
organisation is open about workplace 
sexual harassment incidents and shares 
depersonalised information about its 
response (while respecting individuals’ 
privacy), is critical to building trust. 

This starts with board-level conversations 
to build understanding and set expecta-
tions for reporting and supervision. Sexual 
harassment must be on the board agenda 

and given the same consideration as other 
ubiquitous organisational issues. The board 
must examine the organisational systems 
and processes, with a focus on recruitment, 
promotion, performance review, incident 
investigation and complaints handling, to 
understand how they align with the principles 
of a safe, inclusive workplace. 

With the recently proposed legislative 
changes to the Fair Work Act, the FWC is set 
to become a powerful new force in holding 
organisations accountable for sexual harass-
ment. The law will cover most large employers 
across Australia and will enable a worker to 
fast-track a complaint through the FWC to 
avoid the lengthy AHRC conciliation process. 
Hence, there is an urgency for organisations 
to review, strengthen and communicate 
their complaint handling process, to em-
power workers to resolve sexual harassment 
incidents internally and not seek external 
mediation.

How does your complaint process meas-
ure up to the FWC’s in speed and informality; 
and the ability for individuals to get a clear, 
independent decision in their favour that 
enables them to continue working?

Behaviour and culture
Organisations often speak of the importance 
of trust, but rarely reflect on whether the way 
they operate makes them trustworthy. Good 
intent needs to be backed up by the integrity 
of organisational infrastructure – systems 
and processes play a key role in building and 
maintaining trust and ensuring integrity and 
fairness in how organisations function.

WHS and HR professionals have an 
opportunity to step up and lead
WHS and HR professionals already 
negotiate across functional divides, 
navigate competing business priorities 
and deliver behaviour change through 
complex workforce and team dynamics 
– often without the necessary funding or 
sponsorship. We are adept at bringing 
together multiple disciplines to co-design 
people-centred solutions and develop 
principles to be applied through symbols, 

How do you listen to 
the sound of silence? 
There are a number of important considerations for leaders in uncovering 
and addressing sexual harassment in the workplace, and WHS professionals 
play an important role in the process, write EY’s Andi Csontos, Sarah Ogilvie 
and Donna Trembath
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systems and processes. We understand 
that addressing problematic, risk-taking 
behaviours requires an integrated, holistic 
approach and we are best placed to lead the 
organisational response.

Many of us are already developing our 
trauma-informed response to psychological 
risk and harm that includes risk profiling, 
strengthening support infrastructure and 
training. Encompassing a response to sexual 
harassment within this framework is con-
structive and practical. 

Inclusive leaders 
We need to actively challenge the belief ‘it 
doesn’t happen here’ – statistics suggests it 
does. A lack of reported incidents does not 
mean sexual harassment is not occurring in 
the organisation. Instead, it prompts us to 
ask questions about the extent to which we 
are creating a ‘safe to speak up’ culture.

Leaders may genuinely care about the is-
sue, but many lack understanding and aware-
ness of the behaviours, norms and rituals in 
the organisation that enable and perpetuate 
discrimination and sexual harassment. Those 
that are aware, might not always know how to 
prevent and intervene effectively.

Using the many resources available, 
we need to be presenting the facts to our 

leaders, compelling them to acknowledge the 
problem and recognise the significant impact 
on culture, productivity and reputation. 
Leaders can then start the healing process; 
seek out information, demonstrate their pre-
paredness to listen and commitment to act. 
Transformation will come from knowing what 
is happening to people in their workplace 
and examining how their own actions and be-
haviours can perpetuate or correct enabling 
cultures.

Existing processes for WHS safety shares 
and stories can be repurposed: establish-
ing a common, safe, anonymous avenue for 
storytelling will empower workers to share 
experiences of sexual harassment, diversity, 
inclusion, mental health and physical ability. 
In doing so, help leaders gain visibility of 
cultural norms and intersectionality. 

Existing leadership programs can be 
revised. Often delivered through the lens of 
people management or safety, it is relatively 
straightforward to incorporate training on 
workplace culture, and respectful behav-
iours. However, instilling new leadership 
habits takes time – it cannot be achieved 
through a one-day training course. Longer 
term on-the-job coaching and mentoring 
around leaders’ own biases and blind spots is 
necessary. Leadership programs should all be 

The FWC and ‘stop sexual 
harassment’ orders

On 24 June 2021, the Federal Government 
introduced proposed legislation to amend 
the Fair Work Act to allow the FWC to ac-
tion ‘stop sexual harassment’ orders. They 
already have the power to make ‘stop bully-
ing’ orders, so there is a clear picture of how 
it will work. 

Should the legislation pass, a worker 
will be able to apply directly to the FWC for 
an order to stop sexual harassment, using 
an online application form. The FWC must 
start dealing with the matter within 14 days 
and will serve the application on behalf of 
the employer and the alleged individual(s), 
seeking a response. The matter will gener-
ally be listed before a Commissioner for 
conciliation and if unresolved, the FWC will 
conduct a hearing, before handing down a 
judgment that will be published online. 

If the FWC is satisfied the worker has 
been sexually harassed at work, and there 
is a risk this will continue, it may make any 
order it considers appropriate against the 
individual(s) and/or the employer other 
than orders for compensation. This could 
include workers not contacting each other, 
or not attending certain premises. For an 
employer, it could include orders to provide 
staff with training or update the complaints 
handling procedure. A person who contra-
venes a ‘stop-sexual harassment’ order 
may receive a civil penalty fine of up to 
$12,600 for an individual or $63,000 for an 
organisation. 

augmented to incorporate ongoing access to 
one-on-one coaching.

More than ever, WHS and HR profession-
als need to act with courage, conviction, 
empathy and curiosity. We need to apply 
our diverse and relevant experiences to help 
grow inclusive leaders. Because we know; 
an inclusive leader who lifts people up – all 
backgrounds, ethnicities and abilities – and 
who creates the space for people to connect, 
thrive and achieve their full potential IS the 
same leader that creates productive and safe 
workplaces. Safe from sexual harassment. 
Mentally safe. Physically safe. n

Andi Csontos is a senior partner at EY with 
more than 20 years of work health and safety 
experience. Dr Sarah Ogilvie is a director at EY 
and has extensive experience in assessing and 
addressing a range of workplace culture risks and 
issues. Donna Trembath is a special counsel at EY 
and is an accredited specialist in employment and 
industrial relations law. The views expressed in 
this article are the views of the authors, not Ernst 
& Young. 
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A
ustralia’s first highly touted 
industrial manslaughter prosecution 
in R v Brisbane Auto Recycling 
[2020] QDC 113 (‘Brisbane Auto 

Recycling’) was the big fanfare of an apparent 
dawning of a new era for the WHS landscape. 
The Labor States of Palaszczuk’s Queensland, 
Andrews’ Victoria and (soon-to-be) 
McGowan’s Western Australia have legislated 
the big stick approach; the ‘just desserts’ 
model the sentencing of mandating industrial 
manslaughter as a category one offence. 

Meanwhile, the Liberal States of 
Berejiklian’s New South Wales, Marshall’s 
South Australia and Gutwein’s Tasmania 
remain reluctant to introduce the offence 
into their respective domestic legislation. 
This leaves the Australian PCBU’s and offic-
ers questioning exactly how will industrial 
manslaughter prosecutions be handled? The 
reality is that even after the Brisbane Auto 
Recycling, the process and enforcement 
of industrial manslaughter proceedings 
remains unclear. 

The current status of industrial 
manslaughter
There are a number of industrial 
manslaughter jurisdictions:
• Australian Capital Territory – Crimes 

Act 1900 (ACT) s 49D, 20 years’ 
imprisonment.

• Northern Territory – Work Health and 
Safety (National Uniform Legislation) Act 
2011 (NT) s 34B, life imprisonment.

• Queensland – Work Health and Safety Act 
2011 (Qld) s 34C, 20 years’ imprisonment.

• Victoria – Occupational Health and 
Safety Act 2004 (Vic) s 39G, 25 years’ 
imprisonment.

• Western Australia - Work Health and 
Safety Act 2020 (WA) s 30A. 20 years’ 
imprisonment. Awaiting implementation 
date to be announced.

Non-industrial manslaughter jurisdictions:
•  New South Wales – Classed as ‘gross 

negligence’. Work Health and Safety Act 
2011 (NSW) s 31, 5 years’ imprisonment.

•  South Australia – Classed as ‘reckless 
conduct’. Work Health and Safety Act 
2012 (SA) s 31, 5 years’ imprisonment. 

•  Tasmania – Classed as ‘reckless conduct’. 
Work Health and Safety Act 2012 (Tas) s 
31, 5 years’ imprisonment. 

Brisbane Auto Recycling
Brisbane Auto Recycling was in operation 
since 2016 with two directors, Mr Asadullah 
Hussaini (25) and Mr Mohammed Ali Jan 
Karimi (23). Both directors are permanent 
residents of Australia, whilst also holding 
Afghanistan citizenship. The Rocklea-
based business employed eight employees 
that were predominantly former refugees 
and had an approximate turnover of $2.5 
million per annum. There was no insurance 
policy held by the directors or the PCBU to 
indemnify against WHS fines. 

The incident
On 17 May 2019, Mr Barry Willis was 
crushed as a forklift reversed and pinned 
him between the forklift and a tilt tray truck. 
Eight days later, Mr Willis died in Princess 
Alexandra Hospital from the injuries he 
sustained. Hussaini knew of the details of 
the incident, however, informed paramedic 
personnel that responded to the triple O call 
that day, that Mr Willis had fallen from the 
rear of the tilt tray truck due to a load not 
being winched properly. 

During interviews with Work Health and 
Safety Queensland investigators, Hussaini 
admitted he didn’t immediately report 
the incident to the regulator as he ‘didn’t 
really know about such matters’ and that 
no workers’ compensation insurance policy 
was in place due to being ‘not aware of 
the requirement to have one’. Karimi also 
made multiple attempts to not supply the 
CCTV footage of the incident. This was due 
to it ‘not being required’, a non-existent 
IT department requiring ‘to download…
(over) three days’ and not desiring to show 
the footage due to it being of a ‘distressing 
nature’. In addition to the above, during the 
investigation from Work Health and Safety 

Queensland revealed:
• There was no written safety policies or 

procedures in place;
• There was no traffic management plan for 

the worksite;
• The forklift operator did not hold a high-

risk work licence to operate a forklift and 
no checks were conducted to ensure that 
forklift operators were appropriately 
licenced;

• The forklift operator was inexperienced; 
and

• There was no assessment was conducted 
of their competency (VOC).

Under the Queensland Work Health 
and Safety Act 2011 (Qld), the maximum 
fine was $10 million for the business, with 
a maximum of $600,000 or five years’ 

Australia’s first industrial manslaughter prosecution 
raises several important questions about potential 
prosecutions in the future, writes Liam O’Connor, HSET 
group manager for SRG Global

The complications with  
Australia’s first industrial 
manslaughter prosecution
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imprisonment for each director. Both 
directors entered an early plea of guilty. 
Prosecutors asked for a nine-to-15-month 
imprisonment term and a $3 million fine. 
Although post-incident Brisbane Auto 
Recycling outlaid $47,430 on remediation 
for health and safety in their business, the 
company was fined $3 million and both 
directors sentenced to 10 months suspended 
imprisonment.

Criminal sentencing principles
Section 9(1) of the Penalties and Sentences 
Act 1992 (Qld) outlines that imprisonment 
should be imposed to punish an offender, 
deter others, denounce the conduct or protect 
the community from the offender. However, 
section 9(2) outlines that imprisonment is 
to be a last resort, with it preferable that an 

offender remains in the community, if the 
offender has not committed any physical 
harm to another person. Similar principles 
are applied throughout criminal proceedings 
across Australia. As the prosecution did not 
allege that the offending by the directors 
caused Mr Willis’ death in this case, section 
9(2) was applicable to allow the offenders 
to remain in the community to serve their 
suspended sentences. 

International law influence
The compliance with international human 
rights law played a significant role in the 
sentencing assessment by the Queensland 
District Court. Under the Bob Hawke Labor 
cabinet in 1985, Australia signed the United 
Nation’s ‘Convention Against Torture 
and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading 

Treatment or Punishment’ (‘CAT’). The CAT 
outlined the commitment of Australia to 
not engage in ‘non-refoulment’; to not 
force refugees or asylum seekers to return 
to their country of citizenship where there 
is a potential for them to be subjected 
to persecution. The CAT was ratified in 
1989 and declared in 1993 in domestic 
legislation. 

Domestic law influence
Australia’s commitment to the CAT was 
incorporated into the Migration Act 1958 
(Cth) within section 36(2A) outlining the 
requirements for the issuing of protection 
visas. It prohibits ‘returning’ non-citizens 
from Australia to their home country, if 
there is a risk of significant harm to an 
individual to be subjected to execution, 
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torture or exposed to cruel, inhumane or 
degrading treatment or punishment. As 
Hussaini and Karimi were Afghan nationals 
holding permanent residency, the CAT 
section 36(2A) applied. In addition, section 
501(3) of the Migration Act outlines that 
the Minister for Home Affairs may cancel an 
individual’s visa for a failure of a character 
test. 

This cancellation, under section 501(7), 
includes having a substantial criminal record 
and either previously serving or ordered 
to serve sentences of imprisonment in 
total of 12 months of more. If Hussaini and 
Karimi were imprisoned for more than 12 
months, the character test would be failed 
and permanent residency visas cancelled. 
This would result in both the directors be-
ing placed in indefinite refugee detention, 
requiring them to then apply for protection 
visas under section 36(2A). 

Corporations Act loophole
Exactly one year from the incident on 17 May 
2020, Hussaini and Karimi met with 21 mem-
bers of their community to determine whether 
there was interest from potential investors 
and lenders to establish a new business, 
should Brisbane Auto Recycling received a 
fine that would place the company into liqui-
dation. ‘As a result of the discussions…(they) 
are confident that they will be able to raise 
sufficient funds to establish a new business. 
They say they will be very careful to observe 
all health and safety obligations.’ 

The ability to establish an identical 
business under another name is allowed 
under the Corporations Act 2001 (Cth). 
Section 206B(c) of the Act only disqualifies a 
director if they’re sentenced to an impris-
onment term of greater than 12 months. 
Furthermore, under section 206F, directors 
of failed businesses cannot be disqualified 
by the Australian Securities and Investments 
Commission (‘ASIC’) for up to five years un-
less the director has been a director of two 
or more companies which have been placed 
into liquidation within a seven-year period. 

Questions still left unanswered
The Brisbane Auto Recycling case 
raises several questions for industrial 
manslaughter prosecutions:
• Will there be clarity and consensus 

“ As a profession, we’re 
still none-the-wiser 
as to the overall 
‘goal’ of industrial 
manslaughter”

over the specific financial value and 
imprisonment term that a human 
life is worth in the Labor governed 
jurisdictions?

• Will there be a consensus on whether 
there is appetite to mandate industrial 
manslaughter to align to a national 
approach in the Liberal governed 
jurisdictions?

• How a PCBU was able to operate without 
any review of the compulsory WorkCover/
workers’ compensation insurance policy 
by government departments or insurers?

• If there was an insurance policy to 
indemnify the directors and the 
company against WHS fines, would 
that have changed the outcomes of the 
prosecution? 

• Will the varying State sentencing 
legislation provide the ‘get out of jail free’ 
card to directors who offend if there is 
no ‘physical harm’ by the director to the 
deceased?

• Will directors with dual citizenship or 
permanent residency status in Australia 
with awarded protections under 
Australia’s commitment to the CAT in 
the Migration Act be treated differently 
or more favourably than directors who 
solely hold Australian citizenship?

• Will any future Minister for Home 
Affairs cancel the visa of a director who 
holds dual citizenship or permanent 
residency, if they are in possession of 
a passport from a country where there 
are no concerns of breaching the CAT, if 
imprisoned for more than 12 months?

• Whether the Corporations Act will be 
amended, or ASIC granted powers to 
immediately disqualify directors who are 
found guilty of industrial manslaughter 
offences, if a director is imprisoned for a 
term of less than 12 months or provided a 
suspended sentence?  

Conclusion
Arguably, a group of elected politicians who 
have next to no knowledge of the self-
imposed ethos of continual improvement 
in the industry and its professionals have 
‘weaponised’ the WHS legislation in hope 
that fear will produce the desired outcomes. 
This fear tactic did not influence either 
Hussaini or Karimi in any way, shape or form. 

Any individual who has spent time on 
the frontline operations of their workforce 
will inform you that when you instil fear into 
an operation, a fear of reporting hazards 
and incidents will result. If you want to 
positively influence the behaviour of a 
‘standard’ Australian, which will be more 
effective: threatening legal action and hitting 
them with a stick, or providing mentoring, 
guidance and training that is tailored to the 
strengths of the individual? 

Furthermore, as a profession, we’re still 
none-the-wiser as to the overall ‘goal’ of 
industrial manslaughter. The current status 
of the fragmented legislation for Australian 
businesses that operate across several 
jurisdictions implies that the value of a life, 
and the potential imprisonment terms, are 
solely dependent on the locality of the PCBU 
and the worker involved. 

With all this talk of the law and courts, we 
must not lose focus on the fact that Mr Willis 
never came home. He is survived by four 
children, six grandchildren and estranged 
wife of 20 years. He cannot be replaced, and 
his family robbed of a grandfather, father 
and husband. While there was ‘disgraceful 
conduct’ and a high ‘moral culpability’ of the 
directors, there is absolutely no justice for 
the Willis family. 

Both Hussaini and Karimi walked in and 
back out of the court the same day, with 
the knowledge that there was potential to 
establish an identical business with inves-
tor financing. My family was faced with 
that situation in 2005 after my father was 
left permanently physically and mentally 
disabled from a workplace accident. I do not 
wish it on my worst enemy. 

Whilst Brisbane Auto Recycling will initi-
ate ‘Plan B’ and rebadge the business, the 
Willis family have no Plan B. The system has 
managed to fail both the family and fail the 
industry by not enforcing any deterrence 
measures for breaches of industrial man-
slaughter. My thoughts are with the Willis 
family and may Barry rest in peace. n

Liam O’Connor is HSET group manager for 
SRG Global and a member of OHS Professional 
magazine’s editorial board.



SEPTEMBER 2021 | OHS PROFESSIONALaihs.org.au

   17REGULATORY

What are the priority areas that NT 
WorkSafe will be focusing on over 
the coming 12 months?

One workplace injury is one too many, and 
NT WorkSafe’s mission is to work with em-
ployers, workers and key stakeholders to 
influence and achieve the highest possible 
outcomes in work health and safety (WHS), 
and for injured workers returning to work.

The area we need to see the greatest 
improvement is in the use of effective safety 
management systems. We know that a 
strong reporting culture is the cornerstone 
of an effective safety management system 
as it enables proactive management of the 
lead indicators of workplace risk. Businesses 
that are good at hazard identification, risk 
assessment and control (HIRAC), are much 
better placed to implement preventative 
measures so that there is less chance that 
a combination of hazards will create the 
conditions that expose workers to risk of 
serious injury. 

To improve safety outcomes, HIRAC must 
become second nature; and businesses 
must become better at making sure workers 
are properly trained and supervised in the 
safe systems of work that are in place to 
keep them safe.

Secondly, businesses must continuously 
question whether their safety management 
systems are eliminating or minimising risk 
as well as they should be. To achieve this, 
businesses and regulators must implement 
a program of safety assurance activities and 
be in the business of checking that systems 
are in place, and importantly, that they are 
effective. 

What are the priority industries 
areas that NT WorkSafe will be 
focusing on?

NT WorkSafe has recently launched a five-
year strategic plan to reduce the risk of 
serious injuries and fatalities in Northern 
Territory workplaces. While we don’t have a 
crystal ball, we know that the past is a rea-
sonable indicator of the future, and five pri-

ority industries and four priority risks have 
been identified as areas of focus based on 
Northern Territory worker’s compensation 
statistics. 

The five priority industries are con-
struction; health and community services; 
government administration and defence; 
agriculture, forestry and fishing; and accom-
modation, cafes and restaurants. These five 
industry sectors accounted for nearly 60 per 
cent of all serious injuries that occurred in 
2019-20.

The four priority risks our Inspectors 
will be focusing education and compliance 
campaigns on are body stressing; being hit 
by moving object; falls, slips and trips of a 
person; and contact with electricity. These 
four priority risks accounted for over 80 per 

cent of all serious injuries that 
occurred in 2019-20.

Over the coming 12 months, 
NT WorkSafe will carry out 
safety compliance and assur-
ance activities designed to 
monitor whether safe systems 
of work are being used, and 
importantly whether they are 
effectively doing the job they 
were designed to do.

Another key focus is ensur-
ing employers have a current 
workers compensation insur-
ance policy when they employ 
workers. Over 90 per cent of 
businesses operating in the 
Northern Territory are classed 
as small. We know from experi-
ence, there is potential for a 
proportion of these business 
to be uninsured due to mis-
understanding the legislated 
requirements.

In addition to ensuring 
businesses understand the 
requirement to hold a current 
policy, we are working to 
identify ways to improve return 
to work outcomes for injured 
workers and the importance 
of the role of the employer in 

the process. Currently 80 per cent of injured 
workers return to work within 12 months and 
one of our strategic goals is to continue to 
improve that trend by encouraging better 
return to work outcomes through education 
and improved business processes.

How is the role of NT WorkSafe as a 
regulator currently evolving?

The key to our organisation influencing 
and achieving the highest possible WHS 
outcome is to focus our finite resources 
proactively in the areas and the industries 
that will deliver the most bang for the 
buck. Our strategic plan is our road map to 
achieving this outcome.

We are evolving as a regulator in subtle 

Taking the safety pulse 
of the Top End
Australia’s OHS regulators play a fundamental role in improving health and safety 
outcomes. OHS Professional speaks with Bill Esteves, executive director of NT 
WorkSafe, about the evolving role of the regulator, priorities in compliance and 
enforcement, and the hallmarks of organisations with good OHS
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but important ways. Firstly, when notifiable 
incidents occur, our priority from first to 
last is to take steps to ensure the chance 
of repetition is low as possible. In this way 
we must get better at working together to 
determine what preventative measures 
should have been in place, and ensuring the 
employer takes timely and appropriate steps 
to ensure systems are improved, and les-
sons can be shared across the industry. This 
reinforces the principle that while enforce-
ment and prosecution are often necessary, 
the most valuable outcome we can achieve 
from our effort is to identify specific and 
general steps businesses can implement to 
prevent repetition.

Secondly, when it comes to the allocation 
of our resources, our goal is to focus the 
bulk of our resources into prevention-led 
activities. This means very high levels of 
engagement across the industries who have 
the greatest risk of serious injury. The key 
change here is being transparent in pointing 
out what an effective safe system of work 
looks like, encouraging, and where neces-
sary directing the use of those systems to 
ensure small business and corporate giants 
alike are managing risks proactively.

Lastly, as an independent regulator we 
have a duty to treat all duty holders equally 
by operating with impartiality, proportional-
ity, and with integrity. This means that our 
engagement across industry and govern-
ment alike will guided by the degree of risk 
their workers are exposed, rather than the 
nature of the employer.

How do you see this evolving over 
the coming 3-5 years? What are the 
major trends?

One can imagine this evolving over our 
strategic outlook in two broad ways. Priority 
industries should be clear about what is 
expected of them, what happens if they’re 
doing well, and what will happen when 
they’re not.

As a response to this, we expect to see 
businesses putting more effort into provid-
ing proper training, supervision and safe 
systems of work, we expect to see business-
es embed HIRAC in their operations and con-
tinually improving their safety management 
systems. We also hope to find businesses 
routinely testing whether their systems are 
delivering the safe environment they were 
designed to as a matter of course. 

Lastly, we expect to see a greater focus 
on the HIRAC of psychosocial and psycho-
logical hazards and risks in the workplace.

What impact has COVID-19 and 
restrictions had on the work of NT 
WorkSafe? 

The COVID-19 response in the Northern 
Territory has been ably led by our Chief 
Health Officer Dr Hugh Heggie, with the 
Department of Health as the lead agency 
responsible for compliance and enforcement 
in conjunction with NT Police. NT WorkSafe 
along with a number of other agencies play a 
supporting role in the response.

Some of our teams were seconded to 
assist with certain aspects of the COVID 
response early in the pandemic, and NT 
WorkSafe, along with other state and terri-
tory regulators assisted Safe Work Australia 
to draft the national guidance material for 
COVID-19. Apart from that, the pandemic 
has had a small regulatory impact for NT 
WorkSafe, as the Northern Territory has been 
fortunate with limited number of local cases, 
with minimal disruption to our operations.

Early in the pandemic, travel to regional 
and remote areas of the Northern Territory 
was restricted to protect our remote com-
munities, which curtailed the ability for 
Inspectors to physically conduct workplace 
visits in these areas. This necessitated 
uptake of video conferencing technology to 
conduct virtual inspections.

Are there any common traits among 
employers and workplaces in which 
there are workplace incidents?

We have identified a number common 
compliance short comings which have 
attracted sanctions. The main shortcoming 
are threefold:
1. Engaging workers who are not properly 

trained and supervised in safe systems 
of work, and failing to verify the skills, ex-
periences and competencies of workers 
before directing those workers to carry 
out certain tasks;

2. Not providing a safe system of work to 
ensure health and safety; and
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3. Poor HIRAC practices that fail to paint a 
complete picture of workplace risk.

There have been instances where there 
seems to be complacency in individuals 
in senior positions or management when 
dealing with hazards and the associated 
risks. This lack of due diligence has been a 
feature in a number of the recent successful 
prosecutions completed by NT WorkSafe.
1.  The strategic plan includes a call to 

action to employers and industry to 
improve on four focus areas. 

2.  The use of HIRAC and the provision of 
safe systems of work by eliminating or 
minimising hazards which they have 
identified. 

3.  Training and capability by ensuring their 
workers have the required health and 
safety capabilities for their jobs, and 
any training required by their workers is 
provided and kept up to date. 

4.  Supervision, in that their workers, espe-
cially vulnerable workers, are appropri-
ately supervised to keep them safe. 

5.  Improvements in health and safety 
design, meaning employers keep their 
workplace, plant and equipment free of 
risks to health and safety.

What do you notice among “best 
practice” organisations that 
consistently have good WHS 
outcomes?

Organisations that exhibit best practice 
behaviour towards achieving good WHS 
outcomes have a thorough understanding 

that safety is an integral part of doing 
business. The directors and senior 
management have embedded WHS in the 
foundation of their business, and drive a 
positive safety culture from the top down.

These organisations have embraced 
the HIRAC process and have identified and 
implemented measures (in some instances 
multiple) to control the hazards present 
in the workplace. The directors and senior 
management, not only have direct knowl-
edge of the hazards in their workplace, but 
appreciate and have a clear understand as 
to the consequences if these hazards are not 
effectively controlled. Because of this, the 
risk assessments and the control measures 
are supported by a continuous evaluation 
and review process to ensure the control 
measures in place remain effective.

A critical component of the positive safe-
ty culture is effective consultation arrange-
ments between workers and management. 
A workplace where workers are encouraged 
to raise WHS concerns with confidence 
that there will be no reprisals and matters 
raised will be examined in a timely manner 
will achieve better WHS outcomes. Workers 
working in such an environment will be more 
inclined to proactively identify and report 
hazards and incidents, and take ownership 
of WHS in their workplace.

Unfortunately we continue to see a pro-
portion of workers, who raise WHS concerns 
with us, asking to remain anonymous due 
to fears of reprisals from their workplace. 
This is both unacceptable and poor safety 
culture.

How an organisation responds after an inci-
dent has occurred has an impact on maintain-
ing the positive safety culture. Organisations 
should, when conducting an internal investiga-
tion after an incident, remain objective to fully 
understating why and incident occurred and 
improving or implementing control measures 
to prevent a similar incident occurring again, 
rather than seek to apportion blame. 

Implementing a return to work plan for 
injured worker communicates care and con-
cern, and will make those workers feel that 
they are still a valued member of the team, 
demonstrating a positive culture within the 
organisation.

What advice would you offer OHS 
leaders to drive good OHS outcomes?

Organisations should strive to develop 
a positive safety culture. As mentioned 
previously, implementing an effective 
consultation arrangement is critical and 
encouraging workers to raise WHS concerns 
with confidence that there will be no reprisals 
and matters raised taken seriously will achieve 
better WHS outcomes.

All hazards in the workplace should be 
identified via the HIRAC process and measures 
should be implemented and communicated to 
workers on how the risks are being controlled. 
In addition, continuous evaluation and review 
process should be implemented to ensure the 
control measures in place remain effective.

Directors and senior staff in small organisa-
tions who have a hands-on approach in their 
operations must lead by example. In recent 
months, infringement notices have been is-
sued to company directors, who have adopted 
a “time is money” mentality, and were caught 
working in a dangerous manner.

Finally we ask that organisations work 
constructively with our Inspectors when they 
attend site to follow up on an incident. NT 
WorkSafe and industry share a common goal 
in not wanting workers to be seriously injured 
or killed. n
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S
ince commencing operations over 25 years ago, 
DEMEX has emerged as a leading provider. 
With a national reach, including in regional and 
remote areas, DEMEX specialises in demolition, 

excavation, soft stripping, site remediation, and the 
removal of hazardous materials including asbestos. The 
company has gained a reputation by bringing innovative 
solutions to challenging projects.

“As a family-owned and operated company, our 
traditional values and focus on forming enduring 
client relationships lie at the heart of the business and 
are reflected throughout everything we do,” says Jay 
Spencer, safety & systems manager for DEMEX. “A large 
part of the value we provide to clients, is our ability to 
respond to changes during project delivery and manage 
these without causing delays and costing budget.”

The company’s approach to safety and hazards is 
managed within a framework that encompasses, among 
other things, the Federal Safety Commission (FSC) 
accredited Workplace Health and Safety Management 
System with its dedicated Hazard Identification, 
Risk Assessment and Control (HIRAC) Process. It is 
accreditation which has provided DEMEX with unique 
project opportunities like the winning Mulwala project 
undertaken in 2020. 

The project
DEMEX was awarded a contract to demolish four historic 
buildings at the Mulwala explosives facility in regional 
New South Wales. The site is a licensed major hazard 
facility under Schedule 15 of the Australian Work Health 
and Safety Regulations. The facility includes an array of 
operations, containing oil refineries, chemical processing 
plants and storage depots that carry chemicals in large 
quantities. 

The Mulwala facility has the highest aggregated total 
of Schedule 15 chemicals and is the only Australian 
manufacturer of propellant for both civil and military 
markets. High explosives and concentrated acids are 
also manufactured and utilised onsite. A new propellant 
manufacturing plant constructed at the facility replaced 
over 100 buildings, most of which were built during the 
1940s. The first stage of this multi-year decommissioning 
process consisted of demolition of three buildings 
deemed the highest risk. These buildings, in use since 
World War II, were production facilities for highly 
flammable and volatile nitrocellulose. Following an open 
tender process, DEMEX was awarded the contract to 
demolish the buildings along with an additional fume 
absorption plant.

Safety lessons from DEMEX in 
explosives facility demolition
DEMEX recently won the Small to Medium Enterprise: Health & Safety Excellence Award in 
the Australian Workplace Health & Safety Awards for its work demolishing four buildings 
at the Mulwala explosives facility in regional NSW
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“The term ‘very high risk’ indicates the building, 
plant and equipment may have remained contaminated 
with residual sensitive and/or unstable energetics 
after standard decontamination procedures had been 
completed,” said Spencer. 

Energetics were likely to become unstable in the 
short term (within 1 to 2 years) after buildings have 
been decommissioned. Spencer said all four buildings 
were highly impacted by residual nitrocellulose 
contamination. Nitrocellulose, also known as flash 
cotton or gun cotton, is a highly flammable and volatile 
compound formed by nitrating cellulose through 

“ Safe and successful delivery of this 
project, on time and budget, resulted in 
DEMEX being awarded the subsequent 
project stage to demolish the 
nitrocellulose and first stage precinct 
within the Mulwala facility”

exposure to nitric acid or another powerful nitrating 
agent. 

“Safe and successful delivery of this project, on time 
and budget, resulted in DEMEX being awarded the 
subsequent project stage to demolish the nitrocellulose 
and first stage precinct within the Mulwala facility,” 
said Spencer. The nitrocellulose and first stage precinct 
demolition project, included the demolition of an 
additional 43 buildings in the Mulwala facility. As was 
the case in the first stage, many of these buildings were 
contaminated with nitrocellulose. Due to the age of 
the site, there was an extensive hazardous materials 
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removal program which included the removal of 
asbestos, lead, mercury, polychlorinated biphenyls and 
2,4-Dinitrotoluene (DNT, a precursor TNT). Remediation 
works were complicated by a number of factors: 
• Scale of the operation (150,000 square metres);
•  Number of workers onsite (36) working concurrently 

on multiple buildings;
•  Potential for volatility as equipment engaged with 

high-risk chemicals, often concealed; 
• Removal of fragile, aged asbestos.  

“All this had to take place while business as usual 
continued in the midst of the initial COVID-19 pandemic 
outbreak across Australia,” said Spencer, who explained 
DEMEX used innovative equipment with task-specific 
attachments to reduce safety risks. This included a built-
in dust suppression head attachment that significantly 
minimised risk of ignition; knuckle booms that provided 
access to elevated areas to remove aged, fragile asbestos 
eliminating exposure of personnel; and use of a custom 
fabricated blade attachment to process steel tanks.

WHS improvements
There were numerous risks associated with the project, 
including the high-risk volatility of residual contaminants, 
chemicals, unstable energetics and degraded asbestos 
materials. Spencer explained that project personnel drew 
on their experience and expertise in handling previous 
projects of similar high-risk challenges.

Asbestos: Prior to demolition works, an extensive 
asbestos removal program was undertaken, and asbestos 
audits identified large quantities of fibre cement 
sheeting, gaskets and corrugated roof sheeting. “Elevated 
sheeting on a number of buildings had been subject to 
significant weathering since its installation 80 years ago, 
and as a result, the sheeting was too fragile to remove in 
the usual way,” said Spencer. Instead, 38 metre knuckle 
booms were deployed to provide safe access to the 
elevated areas of the structure. 

Nitrocellulose: Mechanical demolition was performed 
using a specialised 62-tonne high-reach excavator 

supported by an array of 30-tonne and 35-tonne 
excavators. Due to the residual nitrocellulose within 
the concealed areas, constant water suppression was 
applied to prevent unexpected ignition. Using the high-
reach excavator allowed the structure to be levelled 
more quickly, cost effectively, and safely as the need for 
workers to enter the demolition zone was eliminated. 

Other hazard mitigation measures included: 
•  Use of cold cutting techniques on effluent and process 

lines contaminated with nitrocellulose to eliminate risk 
of ignition;

•  Slow and methodical demolition to reveal concealed 
areas of the structure to ensure residual nitrocellulose 
was removed. 

During the tender process, Spencer said DEMEX 
proposed the safer and innovative solution of hydro-
blasting the concrete slab to remove lead contamination, 
minimising the amount of material going to landfill. To 
assess whether hydro-blasting would be cost effective, 
core hole samples were collected across the slab to 
determine the depth of contamination penetration. 
Laboratory analysis confirmed contamination was 
limited to the top 5mm of slab. An aqua cutter demolition 

“ All this had to take place while 
business as usual continued in 
midst of the COVID-19 pandemic 
outbreak across Australia”
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robot was deployed to hydro-blast and remove the 
top 5mm of the concrete slab. “Validation samples 
collected and analysis confirmed the full extent of lead 
contamination had been successfully removed,” said 
Spencer. “This innovative solution resulted in a reduction 
of hazardous waste entering landfill from 456 tonnes to 
28 tonnes. It was just another way we were able to keep 
workers safe during the project.”

The impact of COVID-19
In the early stages of the project, Australia’s response 
to the COVID-19 pandemic impacted the project, 
according to Spencer. In response, DEMEX immediately 
implemented an in-house “dealing with COVID-19 in the 
workplace policy,” which outlined control measures to 
be adopted onsite that would ensure worker safety and 
maintain contract timelines. DEMEX site supervisors 
held information and training sessions with the project 
team to ensure the control measures adopted were 
implemented effectively. As a result of DEMEX’s proactive 
response to the crisis, Spencer said no site personnel 
were affected and the works continued without 
disruption.

Key success factors
Spencer explained the three key factors in delivering this 
project safely were: 
•  Maintaining open communication with all 

stakeholders; 
•  Detailed project planning;
•  Preparation and implementation of safe work practices 

in accordance with Australian standards. 

DEMEX’s demolition site was subject to audits under 
Australian Commonwealth AS/NZS4801:2001, 
OHSAS18001:2007, ISO14001:2015 HSE. “Auditors 
spent eight days inspecting and assessing safety elements 
across the entire Mulwala facility and for the first time 
they were unable to detect any non-conformance,” said 
Spencer, who noted DEMEX’s positive contribution was 
noted in the subsequent audit report.

He explained that the safe and successful delivery 
of this project on time and budget resulted in DEMEX 
being awarded the subsequent project stage to 
demolish an additional 43 buildings. 

As a requirement of working on a Commonwealth 
funded project of this magnitude, companies must hold 
Australian Government Building and Construction 
Work Health and Safety Accreditation (the Scheme). 
This accreditation is limited to approximately 600 
companies licensed to work within Australia, the 
majority being large-scale construction companies. 
“As a requirement of this project, DEMEX underwent 
a significant review and redesign of the company’s 
work, health and safety management system to ensure 
compliance with the requirements of the Scheme 
administered by the Office of the Federal Safety 
Commissioner (OFSC),” Spencer said. Following the 
successful rollout of a new integrated management 
system across the business, DEMEX was subject to a 
two-day accreditation audit conducted by the OFSC. 
“Based on our commitment to safety and the system  
we have adopted, DEMEX obtained FSC accreditation 
after our first accreditation audit. Many companies 
require at least two to three audits to obtain 
accreditation.” 

Spencer also said the client, Australian Munitions, 
recognised that, given the inherent risk in the 
presence of explosive materials in most of the 
buildings, a disciplined and methodical approach to 
the demolitions was necessary to ensure the safety of 
workers. Australian Munitions acknowledged in writing 
that: “Throughout the project, DEMEX were responsive 
and proactive, demonstrating a determination to satisfy 
their client and deliver a high-quality outcome. Project 
documentation and execution were excellent, which 
resulted in the safe demolition of all buildings within 
the required timeframe. The successful completion 
of the project was a result of collaborative approach 
adopted by DEMEX and Australian Munitions and is a 
reflection of the safety culture that has been embraced 
by DEMEX personnel at all levels.” n
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G
oodstart Early Learning is Australia’s largest 
provider of early learning and care, and 
Australia’s largest non-government provider 
of preschool and kindergarten programs. With 

14,900 employees – including more than 1500 teachers, 
it provides high quality early learning to more than 
70,700 children from 59,200 families across 671 early 
learning centres.

Goodstart’s national safety team has strategically 
managed the organisational-wide approach to 
responding to COVID-19, according to CEO Julia 
Davison, who said this approach incorporated a 
significant number of measures and initiatives. 

Responsive and proactive initiatives
Strategic planning kicked off in mid-February 2020 
with consultation and effective communication being 
established with government health officials, SafeWork 
departments, safety representatives and unions. “A 
flexible communications strategy was also developed for 
all employees and families, daily operations and policy 
meetings commenced by mid-March,” says Davison.

The national safety, health and wellbeing team was 
re-configured to respond to the crisis, with a COVID-19 
lead role created to risk-assess employment practices and 
movement between Goodstart’s 671 centres nationally. 
This step also incorporated a review of mandated 
training delivery such as first aid and CPR, and the 
assessment of new products for cleaning, sanitising and 
other initiatives. 

“We also introduced wellbeing initiatives, including 
10 days of paid COVID-19 leave for employees required 
to isolate for testing and quarantine or if they were in 
medically described vulnerable circumstances,” says 
Davison, who notes more than 5,000 cases of employees 
were assessed for eligibility.

Employee assistance program (EAP) providers 
continued offering remote access support or in critical 
situations while a dedicated COVID-19 phone line 
was established for employees to discuss concerns 
with the national safety team bypassing the normal 
call centre approach. COVID-safe plans and roadmaps 

How Goodstart Early 
Learning responded 
to COVID-19
Goodstart Early Learning recently won 
the Large Enterprise: Health & Safety 
Leadership & Culture Award in the 
Australian Workplace Health & Safety 
Awards for its proactive and effective 
COVID-19 safety response

(nationally, state and even hotspot specific – for centres 
and state offices) were developed. “These continue to 
be updated immediately and on the same day of any 
government announcement, particularly when a change 
is highlighted for employees,” says Davison, who adds 
these roadmaps are hyperlinked to authoritative local 
information sources, FAQs and other procedures.

Goodstart also implemented specifically designed 
infection control training and refresher training for all 
employees, as well as two-hourly touch-point cleaning, 
health and wellness checks; and modified child drop-off 
and collection procedures. Visitor numbers were also 
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limited, and similar measures included flu vaccinations 
for all staff and contractors (mandatory); reduced face-
to-face time between adults, social distancing; and no 
children were allowed at centres if unwell.

Deep cleaning requirements the relevant public health 
teams were negotiated and established. Davison says 
this involved extensive work with high costs for hard-
surface and furniture cleaning and up to 80 bags of soft 
furnishings and toys to be laundered by an operator who 
could guarantee appropriate wash temperatures (proved 
to be difficult outside cities), and staff having to manage 
centre pets, paper notices and artworks.

Measuring success
“Employee engagement was recognised as the leading 
factor in ensuring our infection controls were successfully 
adopted and implemented continuously,” says Davison. 
Engagement was visible and tested through feedback 
surveys and in speaking with employees daily (with 
5,000 calls to the safety team over a six-week period 
when 1,200 was the BAU rate in 2019). 

Employee engagement with online webinars, accessing 
communications and guidance material was monitored 
and deemed successful, according to Davison, who says 
overwhelming feedback shared in emails by employees 
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and families reflected they felt supported and confident 
in Goodstart’s practices.

An important indicator was that there was no 
community transmission within Goodstart’s centres. “To 
date, of all the positive COVID-19 cases that attended a 
Goodstart centre across different states there has been no 
further transfer at our centres,” says Davison. 

Goodstart also kept its centres open, with continuity of 
care for children. “While governments were describing 
our sector as an ‘essential’ service, our safety team were 
instrumental in ensuring that State Public Health Officers 
and unions had confidence in the sector’s ability to 
operate in a COVID-safe way,” says Davison.

“With that confidence, doors remained open for our 
nation’s essential workers, including those delivering 
health care and emergency services. It meant continuing 
care for children in vulnerable circumstances (a quarter 
of our families), ensuring their safety, health and 
wellbeing.” There was a careful focus on their ongoing 
attendance especially after free childcare ended.

“By implementing effective infection control and 
related practices our centres have helped protect 
community safety,” says Davison.

Protecting children was a particularly important focus, 
and she says extensive restrictions were established 
for movement of staff between centres, while issues 
around second jobs, managing vulnerable employees 
and continuing essential training were resolved. “Lessons 
learned were also shared with early learning and care 
forums to support others in responding to the crisis and 
to help protect all Australia’s children, families, educators 
and communities,” says Davison.

Leadership and responsiveness were also important, 
and in the first wave of COVID-19, Davison says no 
government or education department published any 
specific guidance material. “Goodstart’s safety team 
worked with unions and led the sector, publicly sharing 
our COVID-Safe approach,” she says.

Diverse strategies were introduced for facilities 
maintenance, while “Goodstart@Home” was launched 
for meaningful home learning, children’s meal offerings 

were varied due to affected food chains and Goodstart 
also found efficient ways to undertake mandatory 
training.

First-aid training also needed a method agreed with 
authorities for CPR proficiency for all 15,000 staff when 
face-to-face training was prohibited, to enable them 
to remain licensed to work. “Wellbeing of our people 
has been at the centre of our COVID-19 response with 
targeted wellbeing initiatives ensuring teams were 
supported emotionally throughout the pandemic,” she 
says.

What set Goodstart apart?
“Safety starts with each of us – but at Goodstart it is 
more than that,” says Davison. “Being safe is who we 
are and what we do. It’s part of being a ‘Goodstarter’. 
These opening words of our safety commitment are 
more than words. They allow families to trust us with 
their children, governments to support us and the 
community to value our work.”

She explains Goodstart’s COVID-safe plan was led 
with purpose, founded in expert health advice, and 
executed with strong leadership, immediacy, utmost 
care and with transparency at all times. “Decisions 
based on best practice and government advice have 
formed our minimum benchmark. The national safety 
team worked hard to establish employee and family 
confidence in our health and hygiene processes and 
practices which we then shared with others in our 
sector.”

Leadership during high community transmission 
coupled with the team’s infectious disease knowledge 
and roll-out of COVID-Safe plans, has established 
Goodstart as a sector leader. The organisation’s safety 
team informed chief medical officers of Goodstart’s 
readiness and the preparations for staying open, which 
led the way for the early learning sector being available 
to the children of essential workers. “A workplace 
culture of #inthistogether ignited a ‘one team’ mindset, 
fostering a supportive, high-performing safety culture,” 
says Davison. “We worked together to respond to the 
pandemic and enact our COVID-safe plan.”

Goodstart’s safety team sought not just to achieve 
infection control, but to protect employee wellbeing, 
from the language used in communications, to 
demonstrating support with actions such as extra 
leave for COVID work-related absence or particular 
vulnerabilities, according to Davison, who said specific 
measures included:
•  Wellbeing Connect, with evidence-based wellbeing 

advice, a “Be Well Plan” and Superfriend external 
courses, Beyond Blue resources, unlimited free 
counselling for employees and families and financial 
hardship support.

•  Feel Good Friday, introduced after the peak of 
COVID-19, this email communication aimed to 
protect and enhance wellbeing and engender 
everyone’s involvement in supporting others. “These 
highly personable emails dovetailed into specific 
areas of wellbeing each week. Hundreds of email 
responses acknowledged their impact,” says Davison.

•  A thank you week was run in July 2020, in which 
Goodstart and families thanked team members for 
their commitment and dedication to every child’s 

“ Employee engagement was 
recognised as the leading 
factor in ensuring our infection 
controls were adopted and 
implemented continuously”
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early learning. While acknowledging the crisis wasn’t 
over, Davison says the initiative aimed to reflect on 
events to date and acknowledge our people. 

•  During low community transmission, the safety 
team never lost sight of the big picture, she adds. 
“Introducing a specifically-designed decal ‘It’s still a 
thing!’ for front entrances of every centre to ensure 
we did everything possible to maintain vigilance and 
ensure the co-operation of families and employees.”

•  At peak infection times in various states, large 
numbers of children were absent from centres, 
so families were supported through rapidly 
implementing “Goodstart@Home”, an online early 
learning platform embraced by 26,000 families 
and access given to Victorian Government for non-
Goodstart families. “We never lost focus on ensuring 
ongoing strong attendance by vulnerable children 
within our centres,” says Davison.

Sharing success with industry
Initiative and persistence have changed the profile 
of safety at Goodstart, and Davison says COVID-19 
has shone light on the critical nature of the early 
learning profession and its response during COVID-19 
for families, government and the nation. “This is a 
significant profile enhancement for the early learning 
and care sector – as historically, educators and teachers 
cite a lack of professional recognition as a reason for 
their disengagement,” she says.

Being deemed an ‘essential service’ has allowed 
Goodstart to continue caring and protecting Australia’s 
children, including those at risk of abuse and neglect 
– a heightened risk identified in communities during 
COVID-19, says Davison. “Keeping our centres open 

to essential workers has kept our communities safe 
by ensuring health workers and other critical service 
providers could keep working. At Goodstart, we 
maintained careful watch to ensure vulnerable children 
continued accessing our centres – including after free 
childcare ended,” she says.

Goodstart has provided input in a range of ways to 
improve outcomes across the early learning sector, 
by sharing its journey and learnings, says Davison. 
“Goodstart led the sector with our health and safety 
procedures, many of which subsequently adopted by 
other providers,” she says.

“We implemented a new ratio system to reduce the 
number of children in each room during lockdown 
periods. We developed safety protocols, agreed with the 
unions, that minimised the risk of COVID transmission 
and provided daily updates to our centre teams on 
new developments. We have also reflected and shared 
lessons learned with our sector to introduce new 
information and evidence about what works best – to 
support all of Australia’s children.”

Goodstart also commenced discussions with the 
Victorian Health Department to shape guidelines on 
what a COVID-19 deep clean looks like in the early 
learning sector, and will share with other governments 
when complete. “Current guidelines are meant for adult 
workplaces, with limited documentation reflecting 
what cleaning should look like for a place for young 
children,” says Davison.

“With the pandemic far from over, Goodstart is 
committed to supporting families and children and 
ensuring our centres remain open while it is safe to 
do so and maintaining the highest health and hygiene 
standards.” n

Keys to success

Being proactive and gaining the trust of employees and 
families right from the start of the crisis was key, ac-
cording to Davison; “we enhanced our already stringent 
hygiene, cleaning and safety practices to minimise the 
risk of COVID-19 in our centres. Ahead of the first wave 
of COVID-19 in Australia, we recognised supply chains 
for critical hygiene items and groceries were likely to be 
disrupted. We diversified suppliers and secured hygiene 
items for at least six weeks advance, to allow Goodstart 
to continue operating safely and maintain our health, 
hygiene and safety commitment,” she says.

“At pivotal moments we asked ourselves, ‘is this the 
best thing to do for children and families?’ This focus has 
driven innovation, resilience and brought our centre-
based teams and centre support teams closer together 
to solve immediate issues and identify longer-term 
challenges raised by the pandemic. We did not wait for 
government published guidelines but initiated decisive 
action to stop the spread of COVID-19 in the environment 
under our control.”

Importantly, Goodstart’s COVID-safe plan was translated 
to centre-specific roadmaps that stipulated controls and 
practices reflecting their normal day-to-day operations. 
Davison says, this facilitated ease of understanding and ul-
timately compliance in adopting the wider COVID-safe plan.
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A 
range of ways that can potentially 
decouple safety from the reality 
of work as performed have 
been highlighted, according to 

recent preliminary research from a Griffith 
University research project that analysed 
seven major workplace accident reports and 
thousands of pages of court transcripts.

“We define decoupling as the distance 
between the intended purpose or function of 
a safety document/system or practice versus 
its actual function in practice,” said HSE 
Manager Ben Hutchinson, who is currently 
undertaking a PhD in Safety Science. He 
gave the example of a mine ventilation plan 
that is supposed to assist in managing ven-
tilation in a mine (the intended purpose) but 
in some instances may have little practicable 
impact on specific ventilation practices (the 
actual effect).

Hutchinson, who was drawing on 
preliminary findings of the research project 
(which, importantly, is yet to undergo peer 
review) said there were multiple examples 
of inadvertently confusing requirements and 
specifications. “Requirements can be seen 
as the overarching goal of safety activities, 
for example, to manage ventilation, whereas 
specifications are the ways to achieve that 
goal,” said Hutchinson.

“Looking at a ventilation plan or risk 
assessment – you can tweak a whole lot of 
stuff in a plan or risk assessment (expected 
controls or behaviours of people etc. in 
the plan or changing risk scores in the 
risk assessment) – but these tweaks may 
contribute little to changing things in the 
field. We often think about safety systems 
as largely functional artefacts (things that 
directly or semi-directly influence or impact 
real-world practices or hazards or at least, 
help describe and document how things will 
occur). Meanwhile, we ignore or misunder-
stand their symbolic impact,” he said.

How safety management 
activities can decouple 
imagined beliefs from 
real practices

In certain circumstances, Hutchinson said 
plans and systems can likely become more 
symbolic than functional, and this is prob-
lematic because organisations think they’re 
safer than they really are. “By changing 
documents (specifications) we may believe 
that we’re addressing the intended prob-
lems or goals (requirements), but we’re just 
changing a document. It’s obvious to say, 
but they’re not the same thing,” he said.

What is the result of decoupling?
This can have a subtle, but perversive, 
impact on safety and other organisational 
activities, according to Hutchinson, who 
gave examples of safety systems which 
became the primary unit of management – 
rather than the field issues – involved in the 
Esso Longford plant fire and the San Bruno 
pipeline explosion.

This led to multiple ‘fantasy risk defences’, 
or risk controls that were either missing or 
not capable of delivering on what they were 
thought to be capable of. In the case of 
the Piper Alpha offshore platform disaster, 
Hutchinson gave the example of a rescue 
vessel which met a legal requirement but was 
so inadequate for its rescue task that it was 
said to be tokenistic. “It also included a range 
of instances where things that organisa-
tions espoused were critical for maintaining 
safe operations were never properly done, 
resourced or monitored,” he said.

“For instance, at Pike River and Piper 
Alpha training operators was said to be a 
critical part of maintaining safety, but little 
means existed to deliver on quality training 
nor did the organisations involved really 
have any way to verify whether training was 
delivered as intended. This is despite, at 
Pike River for instance, there was an exam-
ple where a member of the leadership team 
referred to the company training as evidence 
that they were properly addressing those 

risks – without really knowing what was 
delivered in the training.

“A key insight here isn’t that apparently 
important things aren’t done according to 
plan, since that is uncovered in virtually 
every investigation or proactive learning 
activity – ever.  More to the point, I think, 
is that the few critical things that were said 
and believed to be the most important fac-
tors had little rigour behind them despite the 
misplaced belief that safety systems were 
working effectively.”

How to reduce the likelihood of 
decoupling
Hutchinson also said there are a number 
of important steps organisations can take 
to develop realistic and appropriate risk 

Research has found gaps often exist between “work 
as imagined” and “work as performed”, with some of 
these gaps subtly nudging organisations into believing 
their operations are safer than they are
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management practices. “One is that I think 
it’s critical to realise that, paraphrasing 
people who have said it far better than I, 
‘artefacts are not the routine.”

“Again, it seems obvious but we identi-
fied so many instances where the manage-
ment of a document symbolically took on the 
guise of the issue.”

He explained that changing a conse-
quence or likelihood on a risk assessment 
or specifying a new risk control in a risk 
plan was believed to, somehow, magically 
result in some profound change in how work 
occurs in the field or how people or assets 
are exposed to danger. “It rarely works like 
that,” he said.

“Another quote that I really like that 
I think highlights this disparity, and is a 

key argument in my PhD thesis, is from 
Pentland Feldman (2008, Information and 
Organization). They note that “the frequent 
disconnect between goals and results arises, 
at least in part, because people design ar-
tefacts when they want patterns of action,” 
he said. “Here we see how designing safety 
documents and other artefacts can replace 
actually focusing on the issue itself.”

What is the role of OHS 
professionals?
There are a number of implications for OHS 
professionals in this, and Hutchinson said it 
is important to get more submerged into the 
“messy nature of normal work”.

“Seek to understand how work occurs 
from the perspective and lived experience of 

your stakeholders – constraints, resources, 
interdependencies, workarounds, success 
factors,” said Hutchinson, who recom-
mended focusing primarily on real-world 
issues and the structures, beliefs, norms and 
practices surrounding those issues.

“If there’s some activity that you want to 
modify or improve (for example, confined 
space entry or energy isolations), then focus 
on learning about the activity itself: what 
people do, how and why they do it, what 
resources they have to do it, the pressures 
and constraints they face, what does ‘good’ 
look like etc. – instead of focusing on chang-
ing the procedure. The procedure isn’t the 
activity and no matter how much you tweak 
the procedure it may have little impact on 
the activity,” he said. n

“ At Pike River and Piper Alpha training 
operators was said to be a critical part 
of maintaining safety, but little means 
existed to deliver on quality training”
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T
he OHS Body of Knowledge is a 
comprehensive resource for the OHS 
profession that was published in 
2012. As an ever-evolving knowledge 

base for OHS professionals, it is regularly 
updated as OHS evolves in both theory and 
practice.

Each of the chapters can be read on their 
own, or as a synthesis of interrelated and 
complementary resources. Psychosocial 
hazards (chapter 19, authored by Dr Kïrsten 
Way, senior lecturer at The University of 
Queensland) is the first of three chapters fo-
cused on psychosocial hazards and presents 
a framework of ten psychosocial hazards 
that increase the risk of injury or illness. The 
subsequent chapter (authored by Jessica 
Paterson, senior lecturer, Appleton Institute 
at CQUniversity; Sally Ferguson, director, 
Appleton Institute at CQUniversity and Drew 
Dawson, director of research development 
in the research division at CQUniversity) 
outlines five levels of fatigue-related hazards 
and their associated controls. Chapter 21 
(authored by Dr Carlo Caponecchia, senior 
lecturer in the school of aviation at UNSW 
Sydney and The University of Queensland’s 
Dr Way) explores key concepts related to 
workplace bullying and violence.

This highlights the importance of taking 
the time to understand the work and its as-
sociated risk, rather than jumping in based 
on generic prevalence rates, says Dr Way. For 
example, workers compensation data sug-
gests that the most common mechanisms 
for claims involving mental health conditions 
are work pressure (31 per cent), bullying (27 
per cent), and occupational violence (14 per 
cent). “However, it would be folly to go into 
a workplace and assume that those were the 
three most important psychosocial hazards 
without conducting a risk identification and 
assessment process that includes asking the 
workers about aspects of work they consider 
to be hazardous,” says Dr Way.

While there are many different frame-
works outlining psychosocial hazards, Dr 
Way says hazards are well-established in 
the literature. These include high or very 
low job demands, a lack of work control, 
poor workplace relationships, poor support 
from supervisors and co-workers, a lack of 
role clarity, being treated unfairly at work, 
poor change management, lack of recogni-
tion and reward, occupational violence, 
and remote and isolated work. “The impact 
of these hazards has been established in 
empirical literature over many, many years. 
Importantly, these hazards have been shown 
to interact and/or have additive effects in 
being detrimental for worker wellbeing,” she 
says.

Psychosocial hazards and COVID-19
There are a number of studies that 
have investigated the changing nature 
of psychosocial hazards as a result of 
COVID-19, says Dr Way. “In fact, we are 
conducting one ourselves right now,” she 
says. “In our study, we’re assessing physical 
and psychological impacts of hybrid work, 
how it may change work design, and how 
well these changed work designs meet the 
basic psychological needs of autonomy, 
competence, and relatedness.”

Specific psychosocial hazards associated 

with the hybridisation of work include job 
demands (such as excessive hours of work 
and permeable work/life boundaries, lack of 
task variety, and cognitive demands associ-
ated with zoom), as well as changes in the 
ability to give and receive supervisory and 
co-worker support when working remotely, 
changes in the amount of control available 
to workers (such as involuntary work-
ing from home), and the impact of social 
isolation.

Celia Antonovsky, HSEQ manager for 
Transdev, asserts psychosocial hazards have 
not evolved over time, and says the effects 
of bullying, fatigue, stress and workplace 
pressure have always existed, and certainly 
since the industrial revolution. “What has 

Psychosocial hazards:  
an OHS Body of 
Knowledge review
A range of psychological health and safety-related 
risks have come into sharp focus in recent times. OHS 
Professional examines psychosocial hazards, bullying and 
fatigue through the lens of the OHS Body of Knowledge

“ These hazards have been 
shown to interact and/
or have additive effects 
in being detrimental for 
worker wellbeing”

Dr Way discusses the practical under-
standing of psychosocial hazards and ac-
knowledges that while there are significant 
ranges of psychosocial hazards, the most 
important ones require risk controls – and 
therefore of most relevance to OHS profes-
sionals – will vary across job tasks, teams 
and time.
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changed is our risk tolerance and ideas 
about effective leadership,” she says.

“I believe that what we now define as 
psychosocial hazards always existed, but 
individuals were expected to manage their 
own lived experience. We recognise that 

organisations have a significant responsibil-
ity in the form of duty of care to recognise 
and manage all hazards, including those that 
are psychosocial. Although managing these 
hazards will always be challenging, luckily 
there is plenty of quality guidance material 
such as chapters 19 (psychosocial hazards 
and occupational stress), 20 (fatigue) and 21 
(bullying and violence) in the OHS Body of 
Knowledge.”

 
Psychosocial hazards and bullying
Workplace bullying, aggression and violence 
have long been present in the workplace and 
other environments, according to the OHS 
Body of Knowledge. It is only in the last 20 
years however, that bullying, in particular, 

has been recognised as a significant 
workplace hazard and been made subject to 
regulatory responses. 

As psychosocial hazards are defined as,  
“those aspects of work design or manage-
ment and how people interact that may 
increase the risk of work-related stress 
which can then lead to psychological or 
physical harm” (see for example, the AIHS 
Position Paper on Psychological Health and 
Safety at Work, 2020), Dr Way says bullying 
is a psychosocial hazard. “This is not to say 
that bullying, even though it’s a psychosocial 
hazard in its own right, cannot be influenced 
by (or sometimes confused with), other 
psychosocial hazards,” she says.

“For example, bullying can occur when 

“ Bullying can occur when 
roles are poorly defined 
or when leaders provide 
inadequate support so 
inappropriate behaviours 
escalate”
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roles are poorly defined or when leaders pro-
vide inadequate support so inappropriate 
behaviours escalate. On the other hand, bul-
lying can sometimes be confused with other 
psychosocial hazards such as organisational 
injustice or being treated unfairly.”

This is explored in the OHS Body of 
Knowledge, which notes that although 
preventative actions at the workplace level 
should be clearly articulated and relatively 
straightforward, responding to reports of 
workplace bullying can be a challenging 
affair for those involved. “The need for or-
ganisations to adhere to principles of natural 
justice, work within confidentiality con-
straints, and provide emotional and practical 
support for all parties involved including 
witnesses, can be difficult to balance.”

Dr Caponecchia says psychosocial 
impacts and hazards of bullying in the work-
place are well documented and varied. “For 
individuals the impacts are often related to 
impaired sleep, feelings of anxiety, depres-
sion and fear, though these can depend on 
the nature and duration of the exposure 
(much like the impacts of many other 
hazards of course). There is some research 
work linking bullying to suicidal ideation,” 
he says.

For organisations, the impacts are in sick 
leave, turnover, lost productivity, costs of 
investigation, litigation, and reputational 
damage. “The hazards – sources of harm 

– are the bullying behaviours themselves, 
in concert with the other psychosocial risks 
with which bullying is more likely to occur,” 
he says.

Psychosocial hazards and fatigue
There are a number of fatigue-related 
hazards in the workplace, and the OHS Body 
of Knowledge observes physical fatigue is 
thought to be less complicated than mental 
fatigue. Mental fatigue, however, is more 
complex and requires consideration of not 
only break minima and shift maxima, but 
also the timing of work, rest periods and 
the type of work being conducted. “The 
risk posed by fatigue in the workplace may 
be managed, to an extent, in the same way 
that many other hazards are managed in 
the workplace. However, implementation 

of a Defences in Depth approach to fatigue 
management requires an understanding of 
the science of fatigue and its evolution as a 
recognised hazard.”

Dr Dawson says the most common prob-
lems with fatigue are related to accident and 
injury following a fatigue-related error, such 
as falling asleep while driving or failing to 
notice an alarm when ‘zoned out’, he says.

“The psychosocial effects are more 
subtle,” says Dr Dawson. “Probably the most 
obvious impact is how fatigue affects our 
emotional state and how we communicate 
with each other. Tired people are grumpy 
people.” 

Research summarised in the OHS Body 
of Knowledge shows that people are less 
likely to report bad news to a tired manager. 
Similarly, managers can be less empathic 
and less likely to listen when tired. “In gen-
eral, fatigue increases the authority gradient 
amongst teams and degrades teamwork, 
shared situational awareness and results in 
less but more negative feedback,” says Dr 
Dawson.

The role of OHS professionals
The OHS profession has evolved to develop 
a more mature and well-defined position in 
relation to the management of psychosocial 
hazards, Dr Way says. “There is now 
coalescence around agreed definitions and 
established lists of common psychosocial 

“ Probably the most 
obvious impact is how 
fatigue affects our 
emotional state and how 
we communicate with 
each other. Tired people 
are grumpy people”
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hazards. While we are a long way from 
winning the war against the dominance of 
individual-level interventions in workplaces 
(such as resilience training, health 
promotion, and individual counselling), our 
voice highlighting the primary importance 
of good work design and management is 
increasingly being heard,” she says.

“When I started in this field over 20 
years ago, I was told by a senior manager 
in a WHS regulator that mental health was 
not in the scope of WHS legislation. How far 
we’ve come… now we have national guid-
ance, codes of practice in a number of states 
(either enacted or under development) and 
national endorsement of a regulation for 
psychosocial hazards. This progress is a 
credit to the tireless advocacy of many in the 
OHS profession and has been swept along 
by a consistent and increasingly loud chorus 
of employers who simply want to know how 
best to manage these hazards and thereby 
reduce harm for their workers.”

Antonovsky believes that health and 
safety professionals have the opportunity 
to take the lead in addressing psychosocial 
hazards in the workplace. “Historically, in 
Australia we have taken a procedural ap-
proach to managing these hazards through 
workplace policies and training, typically 
administered by the human resource func-
tion,” she says.

“While this approach has provided a 
solid foundation to define acceptable and 
unacceptable behaviour in the workplace, 
we need to recognise human differences and 
motivations. We also need to recognise the 
role that workplace culture plays in prevent-
ing the occurrence of psychosocial hazards.”

This requires a human centred ap-
proach, based in organisational psychol-
ogy, according to Antonovsky, who points 
to a number of chapters in the Body Of 
Knowledge that provide meaningful guid-
ance on the importance of getting culture 
right, in order to maintain productive, 
healthy organisations (including chapters 
10.1, 10.2.1 and 10.2.2).

When it comes to bullying and occu-
pational violence, Dr Caponecchia says 
OHS professionals need to be aware of the 
dynamics of behaviours associated with the 
incidence:  “not just what the national guid-
ance material says, but how the behaviours 
can go beyond dyadic interactions char-
acterised by conflict to far more complex, 
ongoing, snowballing events that can cause 
extreme harm to all involved, and including 
to the business performance,” he says.

“OHS professionals need to be champi-
ons of managing bullying and related WHS 
issues, with the same standards of report-
ing, follow up, accountability, monitoring, 
evaluation and continual improvement. In 

short, WHS professionals have to know how 
to make prevention of workplace bullying 
part of the provision of a safe system of 
work.”

Similarly, OHS professionals can have an 
important role to play in addressing fatigue 
in the workplace. “As a specialist in fatigue 
risk management you should be able to sup-
port organisations to develop, implement 
and evaluate a fatigue risk management 
system,” says Dr Dawson.

“You should be able to provide clear 
guidance to an organisation on how to as-
sign ownership of the risk as well as how to 
identify, measure and mitigate the risk using 
scientifically and legally defensible products 
and services. As a generalist you would be 
expected to know whether fatigue is a likely 
hazard and, if so, how to access the OHS 
Body of Knowledge and subject matter ex-
perts appropriately to develop a fatigue risk 
management system for your employer.”

Pam Pryor, manager of the OHS Body 
of Knowledge for the AIHS says that OHS 
professionals have a vital role in ensuring 
an integrated, evidenced-based approach to 
the management of psychosocial hazards. 
She is concerned that psychosocial hazards 
seem to be being ‘discovered’ as something 
new or seen as an ‘emerging’ hazard. “We 
are often reverting to outdated strategies 
that focus on individuals rather than the 
system,” she says. 

“In safety we have learned that these 
strategies do not work. Our research 
indicates a focus on individual-level inter-
ventions is still pervasive among the OHS 
profession. Is this because this is what they 
believe, or is it that they are advising manag-
ers who also often focus on individual-level 
interventions? OHS professionals need the 
knowledge and influence skills to convince 
organisational decision-makers of the 
benefits of a prevention-based systems ap-
proach to psychosocial hazards which focus 
on work design.” n

Chapters referenced
Psychosocial hazards and occupational 
stress (chapter 19)
Fatigue (chapter 20)
Bullying and violence (chapter 21)

Enhancing the 
capabilities of OHS 
around psychological 
health and safety

The Australian Institute of Health and 
Safety is currently engaged with The 
University of Queensland to assist 
in improving the capabilities of OHS 
practitioners and professionals around 
psychological health and safety. 
“Our team in the Centre for Business 
and Organisational Psychology at 
UQ (including my wonderful masters 
student Ashleigh Graf ), and Pam Pryor 
from the AIHS, have been interviewing 
those working in, and with, the OHS 
profession,” says Dr Way.

“We’re in the process of collecting 
initial qualitative data and our aim is 
to identify core competencies required 
by OHS professionals and practitioners 
working with psychosocial hazards. 
We’re also keen to better understand 
the barriers and enablers which may 
improve OHS professionals’ influence 
and efficacy when working in this 
space.” As OHS professionals are key 
organisational actors that can create 
meaningful change in work design 
(and thereby minimise exposure to 
psychosocial hazards), Dr Way says 
she hopes that standardisation and 
better role clarity in this space may 
positively impact the standing of OHS 
specialists and the consistency of 
advice provided by the profession. 

For more information please visit www.ohsbok.org.au.
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I
n January 2019, the collapse 
of a tailings dam near 
Brumadinho in Brazil killed 
270 people. Tailings dams 

are where mining waste, usually 
in the form of a slurry are stored. 
Brumadinho and the earlier 2015 
Samarco dam failure (also in 
Brazil), lead to massive loss of 
life and environmental damage. 

Previous tailings dam 
failures, (they occur at more 
than one per annum, according 
to data cited by the authors) 
have resulted in relatively little 
public attention. However, the 
combination of the Samarco 
tailings dam failure, where 19 
died and massive environmen-
tal consequences resulted, 4 
years later, the Brumadinho 
disaster aroused much greater 
outrage and not just from those 
directly affected such as local 
communities. 

The authors were appointed 
as members of an expert 
panel by three co-convenors. 
These were the United Nations 
Environmental Program (UNEP), 
the Principles for Responsible 
Investment (PRI), also a UN 
supported body, as well as the 
peak industry body for min-
ing, the International Council 
on Mining and Metals, (ICMM). 
This is Andrew Hopkins and 
Deanna Kemp’s insider account 
of how the standard, The Global 
Industry Standard for Tailings 
Management, was developed. 

At first glance this may seem 

a less attractive subject for 
treatment in a book, given our 
familiarity with Andrew Hopkins 
powerful narratives of disasters, 
such as Failure to Learn: the 
BP Texas City Refinery Disaster. 
However, the fusion of Deanna 
Kemp’s well-established ideas 
on social licence and related 
concepts with Hopkins’s exper-
tise in the causation of relatively 
rare but disastrous industrial 
incidents, has produced an ac-
count with important lessons for 
all mining industry leaders, peak 
industry bodies, policy makers, 
safety professionals and regula-
tors alike. 

Their narrative describes 
how power was exercised by 
the co-convenors and they are 
understandably critical of the 
imperfections in the process. 
This is a key theme through-
out the book and arguably the 
most important part of the 
story. They are also realistic in 
how almost all negotiations of 
this type are compromises; no 
one gets everything they want. 
Nevertheless, the authors also 
make it clear they are advocates 
for the Standard pointing out 
that it “…could produce a major 
step change in tailings facility 
safety.” As they point out this 
will depend on how well it is 
implemented.  

The lack of “agency” they 
describe on the part of those 
susceptible to the immediate 
dreadful consequences of a 
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tailings dam failure, whether 
that be in terms of loss of life 
or environmental destruction is 
notable. Ironically, it seems that 
the most important lesson from 
their insider account is that the 
greatest influence on the mining 
industry came from those with 
a combination of direct financial 
interest, combined with an 
ethical position, especially the 
National Investing Bodies of the 
Church of England whose inter-
est in these matters predated 
the aforementioned disasters. 

Peter Wilkinson is the general 
manager – risk for the Noetic 
Group (part of the FTS Group) 
based in Canberra. Peter 
specialises in the management of 
low probability/high consequence 
risks. He has previously worked 
with ICMM on critical control 
management and has jointly 
authored with Andrew Hopkins 
a paper on safety cases in the 
mining industry.

Whilst the challenges of 
climate change may plausibly 
result in less thermal coal mined 
in future, the same challenges 
to climate will also require 
more extraction of lithium, 
copper, and so-called rare 
earths amongst other miner-
als. Whether we like it or not, 
almost everything we use is 
derived from things we have 
either grown or mined. Mining 
is not going away anytime soon. 
The Credibility Crisis referred to 
in the title comes not just from 
tailings dam failures but also 
events such as the destruction 
of the ancient Juukan Caves in 
the Pilbara. This book describes 
an important step forward on 
the journey to the more inclusive 
involvement of civil society by 
the mining industry and their 
investors. As the authors point 
out, the metaphor of a step 
change suggests there are more 
steps to take along this path. n

" The metaphor 
of a step change 
suggests there 
are more steps 
to take along this 
path"

Woven in between the main 
themes of the book, the authors 
have (all too briefly) raised some 
issues of importance to safety 
professionals. These include 
the discussion on risk as a 
two-dimensional (likelihood vs 
consequence) construct, risk 
matrices as a decision tool and 
consequence-based decision 
making. These sections whetted 
but did not satisfy this reviewers 
appetite. However, they are not 
central to the broader narrative.






