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Thank you for the opportunity to participate in today’s event. 
 
In my time with you I plan to: 

 touch on the importance of building a culture of safety in our organisations;   

 on some recent and prospective regulatory developments; and  

 lastly, make some comments about safety and industrial relations.   
 
Introduction  
There were 174 industrial deaths in Australia last year. That is close to one every two 
working days.   
  
And of course there are many, many more serious accidents. For the latest year that 
complete data are available (2011-12), across all industries, there were 7.2 serious 
non-journey, non fataility claims for every million hours worked.   
    
Through training, judicious regulation, goodwill and information exchanges between 
management and the workforce we can all work to imporve safety outcomes and 
reduce these numbers. 
 
While we would all like to see faster progress, I think it is fair to say that we certainly 
have been moving in the right direction. In 2007, admittedly a particularly bad year, 
there were 311 worker fatalities in Australia. Last year’s figure is 44% lower than this. 
 
Again, while it remains too high, the fatality rate of 1.64 per 100,000 workers in 2013 
was the lowest since the Safe Work Australia series began in 2003. The highest was 
2.94 fatalities per 100,000 workers in 2004. This is as equally large a fall as the fall in 
the absolute number of fatalities. 
 
And there have also been improvements in the rate of serious claims. I mentioned 
before that in 2011-12 there were 7.2 serious non-journey, non-fatality claims per 
million hours worked.  In 2000-01 this stood at 9.5 claims per million hours worked.  
The more recent figure is 25% lower than in 2000-01.  
 
Some of this is due to changes in industry structure towards less hazardous 
occupations.  But even in the traditionally more hazardous industries, there have been 
considerable improvements:  

 In agriculture, forestry and fisheries, the serious claims fell between 2000-01 
and 2011-12 by 27%; 

 In mining, they fell by 51.9% 

 In manufacturing by 26% 

 In construction by 35.6%; and  

 In transport, postal and warehousing by 20.3% 
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I want to emphasise that I do not put these numbers forward to encourage 
complacency. But I do think they give us reason to look: 

 Not just at what we are doing wrong – and what we should be doing less of; 

 But also at what we might be going right and what we might be doing more of.  
 
Building a Culture of Safety  
One of the important dimensions of what has been achieved in workplace safety is that 
we are much more on top of what might be called the physical dimensions of safety. 
We have further to go of course but with every step we take, the relative importance of 
behavioural and cultural dimensions rises.  
 
In this regard, one of the things that is certainly on the right track is the progress 
towards the embedding of cultures of safety in many of our industrial organisations.  
We can point to individual companies and we can point to groups. 
  
For instance I have the pleasure of attending the quarterly Board meetings of the 
Australain Constructors Association (ACA) which represents leading construction and 
infrastructure contracting companies and which is affiliated with Ai Group.  
 
On the agenda of every Board meeting is a discussion on safety issues.  It includes a 
briefing by one member company to all the others discussing their practices, their 
learnings and how their thinking has evolved and continues to evolve. This is followed 
by a discussion on safety from the full Board.  
 
I am sure that everyone here can think of companies and associations that embed a 
culture of safety in their organisations. 
 
Employee engagement   
Without any question employee engagement is critical to embedding a culture of safety 
in organisations.  It is important because cultures are not formed by management 
edicts – they are formed by actual practices of all members of the organization.  
 
Generating employee engagement is not always easy. Ai Group recently held a 
Leadership Forum where the issue of employee engagement was front and centre.  
In Australia, around 24% of employees can be said to be engaged. Interestingly this is 
relatively high in a comparative sense although well short of the 30% in the US. The 
other three quarters is made up of the not-engaged – about 61% and the actively-
disengaged – around 15%.1   
 
Engaged employees stand apart from their not-engaged and actively disengaged 
counterparts by the discretionary effort they consistently bring to their roles. These 
employees willingly go the extra mile, work with passion, and feel a profound 
connection to their company. They are the people who will drive innovation and move 
your business forward.   
 
They are also the employees that make a difference in embedding favourable values – 
including in the context of today’s discussion – in relation to safety.  

                                                 
1 http://www.gallup.com/businessjournal/166667/five-ways-improve-employee-engagement.aspx 

 

http://www.gallup.com/businessjournal/166667/five-ways-improve-employee-engagement.aspx
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Engaged employees are a critical path to better safety outcomes not just because they 
align their own practices with the organisation’s practices but they can improve the 
organisation’s practices and lead other employees to a more active engagement.  
 
It can become a virtuous circle for companies because employees that become 
engaged in the safety of their organisations (and receive recognition for this 
engagement in the safety objectives of the organisation) will more readily become 
engaged on other organisational objectives.  
 
In some senses it is easier to get employees engaged in safety than in other areas.  It 
is more obviously linked with self-interest and, particularly in more hazardous work 
environments, it is more tangible.   
 
And an organization that builds a culture of safety and that engages its employees in 
developing and spreading this culture can get additional benefits of a more actively 
engaged workforce.  
 
Regulatory developments  
I want to make a few comments about recent regulatory developments and some new 
regulatory directions. 
 
Harmonisation  
One area in which we are moving in the right direction is the important project in 
regulatory design that we have embarked on over the past 5 or so years - namely the 
attempt to harmonise 9 set of workplace safety laws within our federal structure. 

 Certainly compared with other attempts at harmonisation we have been largely 
successful. 

 7 of 9 jurisdictions have adapted harmonised model laws.   

 In a few cases there have been local “variations on the theme” but these do not 
deviate from the fundamental model of legal responsibility that underpins the 
model laws.  Significantly, this model of legal responsibility seems to have been 
widely accepted by workplace stakeholders. 

 
In overview, its two most important elements have been: 

 To remove the distinctions between direct employees and others engaged in a 
workplace when it comes to ensuring safety; and 

 Secondly, to make explicit the responsibilities of those in charge of 
organisations – the directors and senior executives, for how their organisations 
meet their safety obligations. 

 
We regularly seek from our members their views on whether companies operating in 
more than one state now feel confident that they can apply companywide safety 
systems without falling foul of annoying, and sometimes contradictory, local 
regulations. 
 
Overwhelmingly, our members operating in more than one state confirm they do feel 
more confident that they can apply company-wide safety systems. 
 
That is not to say that we have finished the modernising task on workplace safety 
regulations however. 
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There is much concern, among companies of all sizes, that the totality of safety 
regulations is too complex and repetitive in ways that do not add to outcomes on the 
ground.   
 
To some extent this may have been a price paid for getting this far on consistency.  
However, we need to keep a focus on this issue which has proved difficult to resolve 
from a political stand point, with some stakeholders taking the view that any reduction 
in words means a reduction in outcomes.   
 
There is little evidence for this, but it remains a strongly felt view. 
 
Another area we have made little progress on is uniform national explosives regulation.  
That seems strange in this age of heightened national security concerns, but it too 
reflects how difficult it is to translate shared intention into agreed outcomes when you 
have many players in a debate. 
 
New regulatory directions  
Moving beyond harmonisation, Australia’s National OHS Strategy for 2012-2022 
provides an indication of where the focus in safety is likely to go. 
 
There is growing interest in how safety is affected by the dynamics of supply chains.  
How risks, and indeed attitudes to risk, are passed through commercial relationships 
for supplies to customers, and vice versa. The most obvious example of this is in the 
‘chain of responsibility’ objectives that operate in the logistics industry, making users of 
transport services responsible in part for the safety risks their timetables and other 
commercial requirements create for transport service companies. 
 
This interest in supply chains does not necessarily mean an expansion of regulation.  
However, it does mean regulators are starting to try to understand how commercial and 
cultural dynamics in supply chains in various industries work in favour of, or against, 
safety outcomes along the whole chain.  
  
This interest is clearer in sectors like construction and mining where supply chains 
occupy the same workplace, than it is on other more disaggregated sectors like 
manufacturing services. 
 
The other focus points for the National OHS Strategy are: 

 The roles of leadership and organisational capability in shaping OHS outcomes; 

 The role of safe design in engineering risks out at the earliest stage of 
developing workplaces, and work systems; 

 The role of government in safety, not only as a regulator, but as a customer 
setting expectations. 

 
We welcome the debate over safety extending beyond just regulatory tools. It is 
important that safety regulators fully understand the environment in which workplaces 
operate – the economic, demographic and cultural realities. 
 
Safety and workplace relations  
The last area I want to focus on today is that of safety and workplace relations.   
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I think we should all agree that safety has for too long been an industrial punching bag: 
a weapon in what some still perceive to be the struggle between labour and capital.  
 
I think this aspect of how we deal with workplace health and safety does much more 
harm than good.  It devalues the notion of safety in the workplace and it wards off the 
development of a cooperative culture of safety in organisations.  
 
For instance:  

 The use of the title of a safety officer on a site to pension off a loyal union 
member or official (or worse a friend or relative) is a disgrace and a betrayal of 
the workforce.  And, of course, employers who agree to it are equally culpable.  

 

 And confected disputes over safety entwined in disputes over site access or 
right of entry disputes have no place in the current industrial landscape. 

  
Instead of safety sinecures we need properly accredited safety inspectors who know 
and understand the modern workplace. We need safety inspectors who make safety 
their career, not a hobby.   

 We need people who understand technology; the changing regulatory 
landscape and the demands of 24/7 businesses.  

 They should want workplaces to hum - safely.  They should be prepared to 
support and educate rather than punish and litigate as a first option.  

 
And we need to build cultures of safety.  This is hard enough without the appropriation 
of the safety agenda to exercise industrial muscle.   
 
 
Concluding comments  
In closing I want to say that safety is a shared responsibility.   
We all want to improve safety outcomes at workplaces. 
Achieving improvements requires embedding cultures of safety in and across our 
organisations. 
 
I have mentioned the importance of employee engagement in the safety objectives of 
organisations and the need to remove barriers to this engagement and the building of 
cooperative cultures of safety. 
 
Safety is, of course, also a regulatory matter and while good progress has been made 
and is being made, there are important further improvements that should be 
introduced.  
 
Making regulation more understandable and more sensible is a good start and we 
shoud all be open to better ways of achieving safety objectives.  
 

 


