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Background

The Work Related Fatalities Project brought together information on work-related deaths from the Coroner's office, the WorkCover compensation claims database and from the WorkCover Inspector's database for the years 1993/94 to 1996/97.  Out of a total of 332 work-related deaths, 19 were found to have been 'tree felling' related (including falling trees/branches, falls from trees, electrocution during trimming near powerlines and overexertion).  When these figures were standardized for industry exposure 'Forestry and Logging' became the highest industry represented in these statistics.  'Tree felling' was thus selected as a priority area for prevention work.

In looking at coronial data since 1992, there is a similar picture.  24 fatal tree-felling accidents were investigated by the Coroner in Victoria.  These 24 fatalities represent deaths in a range of activities, including urban tree work, arboriculture, commercial forestry, logging, farming and firewood retrieval.

The Tree Felling Safety Group (TFSG) was formed in early 1999 and have been meeting regularly since this time.  The terms of reference of this group include two (2) basic tasks: developing 'workable' solutions for industry hazards and assisting in implementing and monitoring these interventions.

A series of draft recommendations were developed by the TFSG by September 1999.  These recommendations were discussed at seven (7) regional seminars with various industry sectors during September/October in order to elicit feedback from industry about these proposed directions.

The "Safety in the Tree Industries" seminars attracted an outstanding amount of interest amongst industry, with over 500 participants.  Feedback was collected and collated during October/November.

Statistical information provided by the Work Related Fatalities Project, the Coroner's Officer and associated agencies, as well as feedback from these seminars, information and anecdotal stories collected by industry representatives form the basis of the following final recommendations.

1.
Fatigue

Data from the seminars show 71 percent of responses from the commercial harvesting sector and 53 percent of the responses from the urban tree work industry indicate production pressure and fatigue may be impacting upon safety decisions and are considered major issues for the industry sectors.  

Available fatality data suggests that preparation; hazard identification and risk assessment are key areas where short-cuts are taken regularly.  A lack of awareness exists within the industry with regard to recognition and management of issues such as fatigue and production pressure.  No information has been collected to support or refute this anecdotal evidence.  

Commercial harvesting feedback has also indicated issues such as low yield coupes and piece-rates may be impacting upon individuals and creating production pressures.  Those working in the line clearing field suggest the way in which their work environment is structured may also be introducing production pressures (e.g. tendering processes).  

There have been some studies carried out in the past dealing with these issues however, these have been 'ad hoc', have focused on small parts of the overall problem and have not been disseminated back to industry in a  structured way.

Recommendation

A data collection and evaluation project should be carried out to discover the potential impact that fatigue and production pressure may have in the workplace.  The project should concentrate on the commercial harvesting and line clearing sectors.  The aim of the project is to collect and review data on these issues.  Such a project may also include some initial field work if deemed appropriate.  This process should be undertaken in consultation with key industry stakeholders.  

Outcomes of the project should include a findings report and a targeted industry education campaign, aimed at addressing the issues surrounding workplace fatigue, production pressures and how to manage them.  The findings of this project should also be disseminated to the key industry stakeholders for their use.  

This project would require the funding/resourcing of an external person or organisation acceptable to industry parties with specialist skills in research and fatigue management.  If such experience exists within WorkCover, this would also be suitable subject to acceptance by industry parties.

Benefits

Benefits of this project will include:

· Provides WorkCover with positive profile in the industry;

· Provides tangible outcomes for the TFSG from their work with industry;

· Continues the positive working relationship between key industry stakeholders and government agencies.

2.
Licencing and Enforcement

Commercial Harvesting

Occupational health and safety (OHS) does not have the status it should in many workplaces.  Compounding this is the lack of enforcement of OHS issues across the commercial harvesting sector.  This may be partially addressed through the licencing system that operates in state-owned forests and the contractual requirements of principal harvesting companies.  However these systems do not encompass all aspects of commercial harvesting. 

Victoria currently has a forest operator licencing system for commercial harvesters operating in state-owned forests that seeks to regulate matters relating to safety and environmental care.  There are a number of issues associated with this system.  

· This forest operator licencing system does not provide coverage for commercial harvesters operating on private land.  

· Licences are issued against specific competencies - of which there are a number.  The licence, when issued, does not contain information on which competencies have been obtained.  

· Once licences are issued they must be renewed every three years.  This is accomplished by paying a registration fee, similar to that of vehicle licences.  Upon payment of this fee there is no requirement for reassessment of skills or validation of skills currency.  

Some issues also exist with respect to the breadth and enforceability of the aspects of the licence related to OHS.  Recent years have seen a lack of presence from safety oriented agencies in the workplace, except in the case of incident investigations, or where self regulatory models, such as at AMCOR Plantations, were developed that emphasised safety and training.  This has led to a lack of preventative support , less information dissemination and restricted the development of basic structures such as workplace OHS representatives.

Where systems have historically existed, even those that could impose penalties upon participating contractors, they have received support from those participants. Contractors with experience in NSW also praised the system operating in and around Eden.  The TFSG members believe there is a need for greater OHS support for contractors in Victoria.

Recommendation

The commercial harvesting industry representatives on the TFSG, namely VAFI, CFMEU and FAFPESC, should oversee the establishment and operation of an industry review  to examine the complex issues surrounding licencing, enforcement,  information dissemination and training support as they relate to safety and safety management in the native forest, plantation and farm forestry sectors. 

The primary focus of the review should be to investigate existing systems and alternatives; canvas these with industry; and recommend a framework  for licencing, safety management, regulation and enforcement to the industry and statutory authorities. Consultation should occur with urban tree work industry representatives when considering these issues, with particular respect to state-wide licencing issues.

The TFSG recommends that this review be administratively supported and funded by the Victorian WorkCover Authority. An initial estimate of costs for a 12 month review and reporting process will be in the vicinity of $100,000.  An initial funding proposal appears as Attachment A of this report.

Urban Tree Work Industry

No coordinated approach exists to resolve licencing, industry standard development, certification, competency standards and professional development in Victoria for the urban tree industry.  There is no all encompassing industry body for either arboriculture or urban tree work industries.

Urban tree industry workers in Victoria are generally self regulated, drawing standards of practice from various published sources and practical experience.  Fatalities within this area are relatively low although the data supplied did not include workplace injuries and reporting methods.  It is also noted that self employment is high in this sector and this may have an impact on reported statistics.  Urban forest management is an expanding industry and it's importance to the community in the safety and managed development of our amenity trees is growing.

Survey results and comments received at the seminars convened by the TFSG indicate a strong willingness in participants for the industry to address the aforementioned issues.  The International Society of Arboriculture Australian Chapter (ISAA) have offered to assist in the process.

Recommendation

The TFSG recommend that an investigative project be conducted to gather all relevant data on work related injuries, public liability claims and income protection insurance claims attributable to the urban tree industry.  This information should be drawn from existing information with WorkCover and insurance agencies.  The terms of reference for this project should be determined by the TFSG in consultation with key stakeholders.

The TFSG, in conjunction with the ISAA, promote the findings and recommendations of the report and solicit responses from industry on the development of licencing systems and agreed industry standards.

A report be presented to the Work Related Fatalities Project Steering Committee, containing a series of recommendations relating to the aforementioned issues and the findings of the review process.  This should take place by July, 2000.  Estimated costs for this recommendation are detailed below.

Report preparation
5,000

Promotion
4,000

Review
1,000

TOTAL
$10,000
Other Groups

Emergency workers such as Victoria Police, Metropolitan Fire Brigade, Country Fire Authority and State Emergency Services are often called upon to remove trees (or parts thereof) during stressful situations including extremes of weather.  It is also important to note that many of the CFA and SES on-call staff are volunteers.  During the industry seminars 70 percent of participants indicated that an awareness exercise targeting these groups should be undertaken.

Recommendation

There is a need for emergency workers to be sufficiently trained in correct techniques for tree removal, trimming and felling.   The TFSG recommends that contact is made with each of the relevant groups through an open letter recommending a review of training regimes and providing guidance as to what areas such a review should concentrate on.

3.
Codes of Practice

Commercial Harvesting

The Code of Practice for Safety in Forest Operations is utilised widely in the commercial harvesting sector but has become dated.  It does not include information on alternative harvesting techniques or sufficient information on training and safety issues.  Some aspects of the Code of Practice may no longer be relevant with changes to Victorian legislation over the past 10 years.

Recommendation

As previously noted, this Code of Practice is widely used by the commercial harvesting sector.  The TFSG recommends that a review of the document be carried out to address the issues outlined above.  This review should be undertaken by the Victorian WorkCover Authority in conjunction with an industry working party to ensure that all aspects are addressed through this review process.

Urban Tree Work Industry

As with the licencing and regulation issue, there does not currently exist a Code of Practice or Industry Standard within Victoria for persons working in this sector.  55 percent of all participants in the industry seminars believed that this issue is of considerable importance and should be considered further by the TFSG.

Recommendation

The TFSG recommends that the Victorian WorkCover Authority, in conjunction with key industry stakeholders, develop a Code of Practice for Amenity Tree Work.  There are approximately seven (7) significant documents in existence that may be used as a basis for the Victorian Code of Practice, including the NSW Code of Practice for Amenity Tree Work.  The ISAA may be able to provide expertise in this area.

4.
Awareness Campaign

With approximately half of all tree related fatalities occurring to ‘do-it-yourselfers’, low exposure workers or members of the general public,  70 percent of the industry respondents believe that an awareness campaign for the general public is essential.   The coronial data suggests that the majority, if not all the fatalities in this area were due to lack of knowledge; skills; experience and equipment.

Recommendation

A multi-media awareness campaign should be undertaken.  The project may be managed through the TFSG in conjunction with the State Coroner's office.  Funding sources may also be explored through the TFSG.  It has been suggested that the Australasian College of Surgeons Trauma Committee has expressed an interest in the work of the TFSG and may be willing to work on a cooperative venture.

Such a campaign should be aimed at informing the general public as to why they shouldn’t be carrying out these tasks themselves and why they should hire an appropriate contractor to carry out the work.  Another aspect of such a campaign may be the issue of tree pruning and clearing around power lines.

A campaign may include print media advertisements, television advertisements and a mail-out campaign in cooperation with local government offices.  Public events such as the Victorian Flower and Garden Show (April), Working with Wood Show (October) and appropriate WorkCover field days will also provide an excellent opportunity to distribute appropriate literature and information to the general public on this issue.

5.
Accident Data Collection and Dissemination

As a result of the industry seminars and difficulties for the TFSG in collating and comparing existing information it became apparent that there is a need for a collective approach to accident data collection and dissemination.  Statutory bodies, large employers and industry associations currently operate individual systems for the collection of such data for various sectors of the industry, however there is a need for a coordinated approach to collection of such data.

Recommendation

The TFSG recommends that a central agency develops and implements a system of data collection.  The central agency should be an organisation or body that is acceptable to all parties within the commercial harvesting sector.  Such a system may also be extended to include the urban tree work industry, farm forestry and other sectors if appropriate.  Such a system may take the following form:

· A network to notify central agency of accidents and incidents as they occur;

· Targeted safety alerts to be produced by central agency;

· Safety alerts to be disseminated to industry and relevant agencies through network.

The data collection project would have a two-fold benefit.  It would allow accurate information about accidents and incidents to be circulated through industry quickly and efficiently, raising awareness of safety issues.  The collection of data at a central point would also prove useful for statistical purposes.

The TFSG are currently holding discussions to identify the agency most suitable to perform this task.  Seed funding will be required to implement this project, however the amount required will be dependent upon the agency chosen as most suitable to undertake the project.

6.
Planning Review

Primary considerations for the planning of harvesting in the native forest sector do not include issues of OHS.  Instead, regulations governing environmental care, along with various commercial and policy considerations, drive the process.  As a result hazards are not identified until work on a coupe commences, at which point health and safety considerations may be in conflict with the outcomes of the planning process.  Issues affecting coupe commercial viability, such as the allocation of residual log, silvicultural cull rates and roading requirements should also be considered from a health and safety aspect, as anecdotal evidence suggests increased risk in low yield coupes.  These problems may also exist in the plantation and farm forestry areas.

Recommendation

The Department of Natural Resources and Environment, as well as plantation owners and managers, in consultation with principle harvesting companies and the workforce should review all aspects of regulation and planning for harvesting (including coupe and residual log allocation) to ensure OHS considerations are a priority.  These groups should report on this review process to WorkCover and stakeholders within 12 months.


Tree Felling Safety Group Continuation

It is the consensus of the TFSG that it continues to meet on a bi-monthly basis.  Key benefits of the group continuing to meet are: 

· Ability to monitor the progress of above recommendations as they are implemented;

· Focal point for industry and external agencies to direct queries and discussion issues to;

· Allows members of group to continue exchanging ideas and concepts from one sector to another.

The TFSG requests financial assistance from the Steering Committee of the Work Related Fatalities Project to continue to meet on a regular basis.  This financial assistance is required for:

· Venue and catering costs;

· Mileage and travel costs for participants;

· Reimbursement of administration and related costs where required.


Farm Forestry

During discussions with industry and external agencies it has become clear that farm or agro forestry has the potential to become a major occupational health and safety issue, particularly over the next 2 – 10 year period.  In many instances agricultural farmers are planting large tracts of fast growing trees.  Once these trees mature the farmers must ‘harvest’ their crop and on-sell it to a processor.  As previously mentioned tree felling and removal is a highly skilled and specialised occupation.  There is a high level of risk in farmers carrying out this work with little or no training, information, equipment or experience.

The TFSG wish to make an 'auxiliary recommendation' that members of the group meet with Farmsafe Officers (Victorian WorkCover Authority); Victorian Farmers Federation; Agro-Forestry groups and other key stakeholders to develop a strategy for managing this issue.  Victorian WorkCover Authority presence at regional field days provides an ideal opportunity to distribute appropriate information and literature.

