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One of the most notable achievements of the New Zealand Council of Trade Unions – Te Kauae Kaimahi (CTU) over the last five years is a health and safety project which to date has trained almost 18,000 elected health and safety representatives through a recognized and government endorsed/funded health and safety training programme,. 

Effective worker participation in injury prevention and health protection in the workplace has been identified as the key to successful safety management since the Woodhouse Report (1) which introduced the Accident Compensation Commission (ACC) scheme in New Zealand in 1967.  The Woodhouse report specifically endorsed the Swedish approach of ‘active co-operation between management and employee and in a wider sense between the trade unions and employers’. 

International research has shown that worker participation leads to safer workplaces through the promotion and integration of a safety culture into the workplace (2). A report (3) prepared by Cardiff University for the Health and Safety Executive (UK) identified prerequisites for effective worker participation, which included:

- A legislative requirement for worker participation;

- Effective external inspection and control;

- Commitment by senior management to health and safety;

- Competent hazard assessments and controls; and

- Communication between worker representatives and their constituencies. 

Employee participation is the base of the New Zealand model and is established in the Health and Safety in Employment Amendment (HSE) Act 2002, which requires the employer to provide reasonable opportunities for employees to participate effectively in ongoing improvement of health and safety in the workplace. 

In New Zealand, worker and union participation is not only a democratic right but also best practice. Promoting sustainable and productive relationships between employers and employees based on mutual trust and confidence is a key component of New Zealand employment legislation. 

There are two main Acts which govern health and safety management within New Zealand and promote the capacity for the primary prevention of occupational hazards, diseases and injuries. The Health and Safety in Employment (HSE) Act, and its 2002 Amendment, focuses on relationships within the workplace, by providing for employee participation. This reflects and builds on the good faith requirements of the Employment Relations Act 2000, which encourages employment relationships built on mutual obligations of trust and confidence. Successful management of health and safety in workplaces is best achieved through employers and employees co-operating in good faith to identify and solve problems before harm occurs. 

The second Act, the Injury Prevention, Rehabilitation and Compensation Act governs the ACC. New Zealand’s accident compensation scheme is administered by ACC which provides personal injury cover 
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for all New Zealand citizens, residents and temporary visitors to New Zealand. In return people do not have the right to sue for personal injury, other than for exemplary damages.
A report by the National Occupational Health and Safety Advisory Committee (NOHSAC) reported in 2006 that while awareness of health and safety issues had increased markedly, some groups such as non-unionised workforces are very difficult to reach (4). The CTU which represents 40 affiliated unions, and their 350,000+ members, has accepted responsibility to act on behalf of all workers, and not just union members. The CTU regards workplace health and safety as a crucially important issue and though resources are limited, have established the network and experience to reach out to all workplaces. 

Walters et al (5) proposed reasons for why unions play a vital role in supporting workplace health and safety. These include: the networks of unions which enable representatives to share ideas and benefit from the experience of others, on a local, national and in some communities, on an international level. 

The CTU sees health and safety as a core issue towards improving work conditions and unions are encouraged and supported to raise awareness around workplace health and safety. The CTU, using a holistic definition of ’health and safety, works in a tripartite framework on reviewing legislation, developing codes of practice and other reference materials which improve workers’ health and safety. In New Zealand, unions through their involvement in training health and safety representatives, not only support the workplace activities and achievements of the health and safety reps through articles in their newsletter and their web based resources, but also act as a stimulus for their initiation and development. 

One of the most important roles of the 18,000 trained health and safety reps is to influence the behaviour of others in actions to contribute to a safer workplace.  It may take the form of gaining support, inspiring others, persuading other people to become champions, engaging someone’s imagination, or creating relationships. It may be showing someone a safer way to do their job, or making a recommendation to the employer about making a system of work safer. Other people like being around someone who can use their influence to the benefits of others. There’s a kind of exciting buzz, or sense that good things happen when health and safety representatives are about.

The training provided by the CTU and ACC, now in its fifth year, gives elected health and safety representatives the confidence and knowledge to improve health and safety at work. In particular stage three of the training programme (a programme developed in consultation with Business New Zealand), draws on aspects of the Workplace Productivity Education Programme (6) to look at the drivers behind promoting a good safety culture within the workplace with benefits to the employer and the employee. The training provides representatives with the skills of effective health and safety action to initiate actions themselves, while strengthening their autonomy in health and safety management. Reasons for the success of the training and the CTU being the largest health and safety training provider, can be attributed to the fact that unions are serious, competent and professional about health and safety and the effective role that unions can play in achieving change. The health and safety training course based on adult learning principles has led the way in engaging employees in participating in health and safety. 

However, even with the legislative support for the employee participation system; training leave for elected health and safety representatives; injury prevention and rehabilitation programmes, workplace accidents and exposures still account for (7):

- about 700-1000 deaths from occupational disease

- about 100 deaths from occupational injury

- 17,000 – 20,000 new cases of work related disease

- About 200,000 occupational accidents resulting in ACC (Accident Compensation Corporation) claims, about half of which result in disability and about 6% in permanent disability

Taking these statistics into consideration, the challenges faced by the CTU to build greater capacity for prevention of occupational hazards, diseases and injuries include:

- The necessity for active support of employers, unions and government agencies.

- The need for Health and Safety representatives to have a reasonable level of respect, time and re​sources in the workplace in order to undertake the role effectively.

- Demanding compliance by employers for the provision of a safe and healthy workplace and work practices and for the Department of Labour to ensure enforcement.

- Continually reviewing and promoting the health and safety training programme

- Building sustainable partnerships.

Barriers to effective workplace consultation are a change in Government and political climate, performance of the regulator, legislative weaknesses and lack of competence/commitment (8). The CTU tackles these issues through the tri-partite relationship between unions, the Government and Business New Zealand. 

At the recent CTU Conference 2007, the political strategy was launched which included building stronger worker participation on the issue of health and safety as key to protecting and enhancing workers rights.
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