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Pan-industry forum on silicosis risk planned

Heidi Bendikson

Tue, Jan 14 2025

A forum is being planned to address the risk of silicosis
across a range of industries.

The precise date of the event is yet to be confirmed, but
MinEx chief executive Wayne Scott says it will be held in Wellington in
advance of government consultation on the topic closing on 18 March.

Scott says the pre-Christmas announcement of consultation on further
controls against silicosis was a welcome step towards what he hopes will
become stronger regulations.

Workplace Relations and Safety Minister Brooke van Velden - who initiated
the consultation - will be invited to the event.

It will include Australian and New Zealand specialists on respirable
crystalline silica - RCS - including experts on its impact on construction
workers.

Occupational and environmental medicine specialist Mary Obele is expected
to attend, alongside companies that supply monitoring equipment and
devices designed to protect workers from fine dust particles.

Consultation
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While the primary focus of the current consultation is on engineered stone, it
includes options for other industries that face risks from RCS.

These include workers in construction, concrete cutting, quarrying, mining,
tunnelling and other sectors where silica dust is generated.

According to the consultation document, approximately 270,000 New
Zealand workers are probably exposed to RCS, with 80,000 of those
probably having a high exposure.

"We hope the forum will support the options in the consultation document
for stronger regulation and monitoring of any workers exposed to silica dust,
not just in engineered stone," Scott says.

Announcing the consultation last year, van Velden said she wanted to hear
from people "working on the ground".

While efforts have been made by WorkSafe to educate the industry of the
health risks and enforce current health and safety obligations, she said she
was concerned that WorkSafe inspections have found that risk management
practices remain inconsistent.

Engineered stone

According to the latest WorkSafe annual report, 88 out of a total 157
engineered stone businesses were inspected by the agency between 1 July
2023 and 30 June 2024.

As a result of those inspections 100 improvement notices were issued.

A WorkSafe representative confirmed that the notices were issued to 57
different business for issues related to personal protective equipment,
health monitoring, exposure monitoring and respiratory protective
equipment fit testing.

Last July, Australia became the first country to ban engineered stone after
up to 1000 workers were found to have been exposed to silicosis.

Van Velden has said she is consulting on the full spectrum of possible
regulatory responses, from strengthening current requirements to
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implementing a full ban, but said she did not believe there was evidence to
support a full ban of the product.

Register

Other moves taken by Australia to tackle silicosis include the introduction of
a national registry for lung disease.

Scott says a registry would provide a clear picture of the actual scale of risk
faced by workers who may be exposed to silica dust even at small volumes
over many years.

"Given the tens of thousands of New Zealand workers who are identified as
being potentially exposed, we need to be able to keep track of them."

WorkSafe has said it is not planning to implement something similar for New
Zealand.
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