STATEMENT BY RICHARD WHITEHEAD TO THE PARLIAMENTRY INQUIRY INTO THE BUIDING AND CONSTRUCTION INDUSTRY IMPROVEMENT BILL 2003

I, Richard Whitehead, of 21 Patrick St, Roselands, NSW state:

1. I am currently a Senior Inspector for WorkCover NSW. I work in the construction team. I have been with WorkCover for 9 years. My duties include:

· accident and investigation on construction sites;

· preparing reports for WorkCover re incidents and accidents;

· undertaking interviews for investigative purposes;

· following up on complaints;
· writing and issuing of prohibition, improvement and infringement notices;

· preparing evidence for the purposes of the prosecutions and 

· launching prosecutions before the relevant tribunal in relation to occupational health and safety breaches.
The role of a WorkCover inspector is to ensure compliance with the occupational health and safety regime in New South Wales. Attached is my resume.

2. In addition I also lecture voluntarily at TAFE colleges around Sydney in relation to occupational health and safety in NSW. This is an important way in which the message of safety is communicated to young people hoping to enter the industry.
3. In WorkCover I was also a foundation member of the Construction Demolition Unit established in 1998 which was largely responsible for improving significantly work practices in the demolition area which is characterised by unsafe practises resulting in serious injury and fatalities.

4. The construction industry in New South Wales is a buoyant and active one. However, it is a dangerous industry in which large numbers of workers continue to be seriously injured and killed. Death and injury is often caused by breaches of the occupational health and safety requirements and events which could have been avoided. Death and injury in the industry is often caused by falls from heights, exposure to electricity, collapsing structures and incidents involving plant and machinery. Exposure to asbestos also contributes to the death of workers, with building workers being prominent amongst those who suffer such diseases as asbestosis, mesothelioma and lung cancer due to asbestos and other dust exposure.
5. In my role with WorkCover I spend a large part of my time on building sites. This brings me into contact with builders, subcontractors, self employed people employees as well as their representatives. On behalf of its members, the CFMEU plays a pivotal role in ensuring that building and construction sites are as safe as they can be.  I have always had a good relationship with industry stakeholders and participants. I have always had a good relationship with the many CFMEU officials that I have met on site in the course of my work. 
6. The Union, I believe plays an essential role in improving workplace safety. The Occupational Health and Safety Act 2000 gives Unions prescribed powers in relation to the investigation of occupational health and safety matters. For decades Unions like the CFMEU have been the driving force for changes to work practices. I have observed the Union through its authorised officers continue on this role on site. Unfortunately many employers in the industry do not implement even the most basic preventative measures unless the Union and WorkCover requires them to by force of the law. 

7. The CFMEU’s involvement also contributes to improved safety not only for workers, but also members of the public who invariably come into contact with building and construction work. I have no doubt that the vigilance of CFMEU authorised officers in policing safety has prevented members of the public being killed and injured.
8. The CFMEU’s efforts in times gone by has resulted in the requirement today for there to be occupational health and safety committees on site. The Union is instrumental in supporting safety committees including the provision of training and ensuring that safety committee members are not victimised for speaking out on safety issues. Safety committees are also essential in the process of risk identification, assessment, eradication and control. The role of site safety committees has become even more important as the OHS regime in NSW has moved from a prescriptive system to one which involves self regulation in terms of risk assessment requirements.

9. When carrying out my role as inspector, I find that Union authorised officers are cooperative, knowledgeable about the industry and specific job requirements and can communicate with employees and employers. Their input is instrumental in facilitating the rectification of safety hazards. Their objective in my experience is to ensure that workplaces are safe. 
10. It would be a travesty if the role of Unions in this area, as the representative and voice of employees was diminished or lost due to any legislative change. Union authorised officers play an essential role and provide support for WorkCover inspectors particularly in the face of limited resources.
11. I would be happy to attend the hearings of the Inquiry to expand on any of these issues.

………………………………………..

Richard Whitehead
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