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NEWS | SILICOSIS

United call for Government action on silicosis

Colin Williscroft

Mon, Mar 17 2025

Employers, unions and extractives industry health and
safety body MinEx are united in their call for the
Government to reduce risks faced by workers from
silicosis.

It comes amid reports 13 workers involved with
tunnelling projects in Sydney have been diagnosed with
the deadly lung disease.

MinEx chief executive Wayne Scott says every organisation associated with
a recent MinEx workshop on silicosis backed a call for officials to establish
an occupational lung disease registry.

Since the workshop Scott has met with the Council of Trade Unions and has
been in touch with the Employers and Manufacturers Association.

"It is heartening to have both unions and employers back MinEx's call for a
ban on engineered stone."

Scott says engineered stone is the primary focus of a Government
consultation on how to deal with respirable crystalline silica - RCS - which
causes the disease. The consultation closes tomorrow.

"The CTU and EMA and several other organisations also share our view that
the Minister must additionally act to strengthen requirements to reduce the
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RCS exposure risk faced by tens of thousands of other Kiwi workers."

Sydney

Thirteen workers, including a 32-year-old, employed on tunnelling projects
in Sydney have been diagnosed with silicosis, the Australian Broadcasting
Corporation has reported .

It says documents submitted to the New South Wales parliament show the
state government was notified of one case in 2023.

After SafeWork NSW started investigating, it discovered the contractor, CPB,
had failed to notify it of another 12 workers who had been diagnosed with
silicosis.

Exposure

Scott says a Ministry of Business, Innovation and Employment document
released by Workplace Relations and Safety Minister Brooke van Velden
says about 270,000 New Zealand workers may be exposed to RCS - 80,000
of them at high levels.

In the year to October, WorkSafe inspectors visited 102 engineered stone
businesses and issued 131 improvement notices to 67 of them.

"This is five years after WorkSafe started paying attention to engineered
stone and clearly indicates many of the businesses are not complying with
health and safety controls, long after the risks to workers have been
identified."

He says the mining and quarrying sector is already mandated to conduct
regular exposure monitoring and five-yearly lung tests on workers. Consents
often require sites to reduce any dust created by their operations.

"No such requirements apply to other sectors where workers can be
exposed to respirable crystalline silica, including construction, concrete
cutting, glass and some other trades."

Protections
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Scott says every New Zealand worker who faces any risk from silicosis
deserves a full range of protection, led by their employers and backed by
Government regulations.

"This is a nasty disease. Unlike asbestosis, which often takes decades to
emerge, silicosis can quite rapidly stop healthy young people working. The
tiny particles bypass the body's defences, scarring the lungs, leading to
breathing difficulties, other illnesses and sometimes death.

"We've got to deal with it."


