“Unions talking Health and Safety” Conference

“What we are trying to achieve”
        Ross Wilson CTU President

Welcome to this historic conference; one at which health and safety is at the heart of the conference agenda.

And Margaret has made very clear in her excellent presentation that the Employment Relations Act and the Health & Safety in Employment Act now have the common purpose of providing a legal framework within which unions, as collectives of workers, can organize together to improve our conditions of work.

And no issue is more important to union members, than their health and safety at work. 

That has been confirmed to us time and again in union membership surveys. 

CTU unions have made a strong commitment to organize around health and safety on a co-ordinated national basis at a time when the workplace fatality statistics are very grim.

For the second year in a row OSH has investigated 73 fatal work accidents.

And we know that that is just the tip of the iceberg.

Despite our small population, research shows that over 500 die each year of work-related accidents and illness. 

Thousands more suffer non-fatal accidents and illness and the impact of stress and fatigue.

Our record compares badly internationally. 

A published study
 comparing work related fatal injuries over a range of high risk industries shows that the New Zealand fatality record is 25%-50% worse than both Australia and the USA.

A New Zealand research study
  has shown that occupational related fatality rate reductions of between 60%-70% have been achieved over the past two decades in Sweden, Japan, Germany and the United States. 

By comparison, the study shows that, at best, the New Zealand fatality rate reduction over the past two decades has been 30%.

And we have seen that the combined effect of the Employment Contracts Act, in  limiting union access to workplaces without employer consent, and the complete absence of mandatory employee participation mechanisms in the Health and Safety in Employment Act 1993  was:

 The widespread weakening of employee participation in occupational safety and health.

 A lessening of employee knowledge and awareness of health and safety issues

 A weakening of union representation and bargaining on health and safety issues

 An increasing unwillingness of workers to report  OHS problems.

In addition, the Employment Contracts Act era also created the conditions in many industries which have allowed accidents to happen.

The effects of precarious work have been graphically illustrated in our own CTU Thirty Families Report published last year.

And a 2001 review
 of 93 research studies covering 11 countries and focusing on a range of industries has shown that that the growth of these types of work arrangements are having adverse effects on workers health and safety. 

Of the 93 studies, 76 found that precarious employment was associated with a measurable deterioration in occupational safety and health.

The experience in New Zealand accords with the broad findings common to those studies:

 First, precarious employment is often associated with economic pressures or changes to payment and reward systems that endanger health. These include;

o  competitive tendering and consequent  “corner-cutting” by subcontractors, 

o the outsourcing of dangerous tasks, 

o payment by results and low pay, 

o work intensification and overload, 

o long hours of work, and the limited resources that small businesses can devote to OHS

 Second, precarious employment can be associated with dangerous forms of work disorganisation such as contract and labour hire. These dangers stem from:

o the difficulty of ensuring  adequate training of temporary or labour hire workers, 

o the introduction of “strangers” to the workplace, 

o and an increase in complexity and ambiguity in rules, procedures, and the communication of safety information. 

 Third, on multi-employer work-sites, such as construction sites, complex webs of legal and management responsibility and control increase risk. 

That appalling New Zealand record over the past 20 years is why we as unions have campaigned for more than 3 years in support of Margaret Wilson’s tireless efforts to get amendments to the HSE Act which:

· Extends the coverage of the Act to rail workers, aircrew and truck and van drivers who were left without adequate legal protection

· Places a new general legal duty on all employers to ensure that all employees have the opportunity to be effectively  involved in health and safety processes

· Gives all workers the right to elect health and safety reps in their workplace to lead the organizing around health and safety issues

· And for those employers who understand, and respond to nothing else…the increase of the maximum fine from $100,000 to $500,000

I think we can all be proud that, despite bitter opposition from some employer organizations and political parties, who apparently think killing 73 workers a year in workplace accidents is acceptable, these changes to the Act came into effect on the 5th May.

And I think we should acknowledge that we won the public debate because our campaign was focused on real people; the families and friends of workers who have been the victims of workplace system  of work failures.

[ case studies]

But that is not the end of our work. In a real sense it is just the beginning.

The challenge for us as a union movement organize and build the health and safety rep system in all New Zealand workplaces, properly trained and resourced, so that unions are at the cutting edge of best practice health and safety in the workplace.

So that unions are the vanguard  of best practice

And that is why we have:

· Developed a joint venture training organization in partnership with ACC not only to deliver the current 2 day base course, but a hierarchy  of courses which will build workplace knowledge and expertise over the years ahead

· Built a new Health & Safety Reps website through which reps can obtain and exchange information

· plans to organize regional meetings for H & S Reps as an educational and networking opportunity

And that is why we have organized this “Unions talking Health and Safety” programme as the focus for the first day of our conference.

The programme today reflects the strong linkages between health & safety, organizing, and collective bargaining.

It presents us with some key challenges in implementing our CTU union movement wide workplace health and safety strategy.

Those key challenges are threefold:

· Firstly we must change the perception, where it still exists, that health and safety is a specialist area which must be left to a few people who (it Iis sometimes said) have a sort of obsessive interest in it. 

My interest comes from 20 years working in industries where too many workers lives were wasted by preventable fatal and disabling injuries.  Workers care about their health and safety, their families certainly care about whether they come home at night, and we should ensure that it is a focal point of our core organizing work.

· Secondly, having accepted that health and safety is a key focus for organizing the challenge is to develop effective and strategic organizing strategies which include health and safety as a key issue, and to do so at both and enterprise and industry level.

Those strategies should take account of the potential to work with OSH and ACC. The health & safety reps work, including the hazard notice power, is complementary to the OSH Inspector’s enforcement work. Similarly the ACC Safer Industries programmes should include participation by the lead health & safety reps in the industry.

Such strategies provide huge potential not just to improve standards of health and safety in the workplace, but to bring new members and activists into unions as well.

· Thirdly, there is the challenge to make the fundamental link between unsafe systems of work  which cause accidents and occupational diseases, and the potential for collective bargaining to improve those systems of work and prevent accidents and disease. 

Just as the laws and practices of the 1980s and 90s allowed, and assisted, the deterioration of systems of work, so can the rights that we now have under the ERA amendments, and the HSE Act, assist us to rebuild safe systems and conditions of work, and  improve the death/life balance in New Zealand workplaces.

So the conference programme today links very strongly with the conference programme of tomorrow and Friday.

Health and safety is an integral part of organizing and building unionism, and of working with Government and employers in tripartite and bipartite injury prevention initiatives. All union members expect their unions to be working to improve their conditions of employment, and nothing is more fundamental than organizing to protect their lives, limbs and good health.

With a core vanguard of 2,500 health and safety reps elected already, and the best training programme and trainers in the country, we are already well on the road to achieving our vision.

Lets keep building through this conference and beyond.

� Feyer A-M, Williamson A M, Stout N, Driscoll T, Usher H & Langley JD Comparison of work related fatal injuries in the United States, Australia and New Zealand  Injury Prevention March 2001 Vol7, No 1 p 22-28


� Feyer A-M, Langley J, Howard M et al Work-related fatal injuries in New Zealand 1984-1994  New Zealand Environmental and Occupational Health Research Centre and injury Prevention Research Unit 1999.


� New Zealand Council of Trade Unions Thirty Families: Interim Report of the Thirty Families Project: The Impact of Work Hours on New Zealand Workers and their families 2002. www.union.org.nz


� Quinlan M, Mayhew C & Bohle P The Global expansion of precarious employment, work disorganisation, and consequences for occupational health: a review of recent research International Journal of Health Services, Vol 31 Number 2 – 2001 pp 335-414  





PAGE  
1

