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NEWS | SILICOSIS

Calls for silicosis register go unheeded

Heidi Bendikson

Mon, Nov 11 2024

WorkSafe has confirmed the establishment of a
respirable disease register remains off the cards,
despite an estimated 80,000 New Zealand workers
having probable high exposure to silica.

MinEx and health and safety professionals have called for the register -
recently introduced in Australia - as a tool for targeting interventions for
silicosis and other respiratory diseases.

MinEx chief executive Wayne Scott says he has told Workplace Relations
and Safety Minister Brooke van Velden and Health Minister Shane Reti that
the absence of a register, coupled with a lack of occupational physicians
competent to detect silicosis, greatly concerns the MinEx board.

He describes WorkSafe's response, particularly in the wake of two chronic
silicosis cases identified in a South Island quarry last year, as disappointing.
He now plans to go back to the ministers to reiterate industry concerns.

Silicosis is caused by the inhalation of respirable crystalline silica - RCS -
which is generated in considerable volume by cutting and grinding
engineered stone, and at lower levels in mines, quarries, tunnelling and
construction.

Based on Australia's experience, Scott says the impacts of silicosis and
other respiratory diseases in NZ are likely to be much further reaching than
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what is currently known.

WorkSafe strategy

WorkSafe confirmed its lack of plans for a register "at this point in time" in
an email response to a question raised at a Q&A webinar by Mary Obele, a
specialist doctor in occupational and environmental medicine.

"Under our new strategy we will continue to influence businesses to manage
work-related health risks, particularly in our four priority sectors:
construction, manufacturing, agriculture and forestry," the agency added.

WorkSafe has told Inside Resources that its position has not changed.

At the same Q&A session, Obele had asked the agency what it was doing to
study the effects of silica in New Zealand.

In response, WorkSafe referred to a 2021 New Zealand carcinogen survey
that estimated about 2.4 per cent of NZ workers - the equivalent of about
80,000 workers, mostly in construction - have probable high exposure to
silica.

"WorkSafe's strategy sets out where we will focus our efforts. This includes
serious health risks from exposures such as respirable crystalline silica," it
adds.

Australian approach

In recent years, Australia has been proactive about addressing silicosis and
respiratory illness and banned engineered stone altogether. It's a move
Scott says should be undertaken here.

But until the Australian extractives industry started getting x-rays analysed
in the US by appropriately trained physicians, Scott says they falsely
believed there was no health issue with exposure to RCS in its mines,
quarries and tunnels.

Scott says he has told ministers that this could happen in New Zealand and
alerted them of the need for competent occupational physicians to detect
silicosis in the early stages.



"We are quite naive here to expect we don't have any."

Noting that silica also has a potentially significant impact on the civil
construction sector, he says MinEx will certainly be talking to their friends in
civil construction and concrete about the issue.

But he says the next step is to go to Minister van Velden.

"I had a discussion with the Minister about six months ago and it's probably
about time now that I go back to her and just reiterate the things we said six
months ago and ask again for the registry and requirements for training for
occupational hygienists to be able to ready spirometry, because these things
were done in Australia in 2014."


