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NEWS | SILICOSIS

Engineered stone, RCS consultation open

Colin Williscroft

Thu, Dec 19 2024

Consultation has opened on working with engineered
stone, to see what industry is doing to manage risks
associated with it and to see whether further regulatory
intervention is needed.

While the primary focus is on engineered stone, there
are options discussed in the consultation documents
that include other industries that face risks from respirable crystalline silica,
including quarrying and mining.

WorkSafe currently leads a range of education and enforcement activity to
ensure businesses control the risks from working with engineered stone.

Workplace Relations and Safety Minister Brooke van Velden says while
efforts have been made by WorkSafe to educate the industry of the health
risks and enforce current health and safety obligations, she is concerned
that WorkSafe inspections have found that risk management practices
remain inconsistent.

She wants to hear from people "working on the ground".

"I want to hear about what actions are currently being taken to manage
risks, and what actions submitters believe would be effective and practical
to manage the risks."
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Several countries have implemented additional regulatory requirements to
manage risks related to respirable crystalline silica. Australia is the only
country that has implemented a full ban on the importation, use and supply
of engineered stone.

"I am consulting on the full spectrum of possible regulatory responses, from
strengthening current requirements to implementing a full ban," van Velden
says.

"While I do not believe there is currently evidence to support a full ban of
the product, I encourage submitters to provide their views, and the
implications of that stance."

Silicosis

Accelerated silicosis is an emerging occupational disease caused by
exposure to significant concentrations of respirable crystalline silica. Of
particular note is unsafe work with engineered stone benchtops. RCS is also
generated at lower levels in mines, quarries, tunnelling and construction.

Options being consulted on include: maintaining the status quo; mandatory
controls in engineered stone fabrication; licencing of workplaces that
fabricate engineered stone; increased general duties for industries where
workers are likely to be exposed to silica dust and exposure and/or health
monitoring in industries where workers are likely to be exposed to silica
dust; a total or partial ban.

The template for submission and discussion documents are on the MBIE
website . The consultation is open for three months.

Register

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

Last month MinEx chief executive Wayne Scott said he told 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
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the MinEx board, particularly in the wake of two chronic silicosis cases
identified in a South Island quarry last year.

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
what is currently known.


