
~ 1 ~ ~ 1 ~

Work  
Health  
& Safety 
SURVEY REPORT 2018-19



~ 2 ~

“Workplace OHS [occupational 
health and safety] is very important 
as I have a young family... but I 
cannot directly bring up the issue 
with [my] employer as it will  
put my job at risk.”

“The most concerning issue I have, 
past and current is the commitment 
of management (at all levels) to  
HS [Health and Safety] systems 
when either the chips are down,  
or there is an opportunity to 
maximise profit by ‘encouraging’ 
workers to take risks.”
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BACKGROUND
Over the long term, the rates of work fatalities and injuries has been declining in Australia and WA. 
While the overall rate and incidence of compensable work injuries in WA is at about the national 
average, our work fatality and serious injury rates are higher than most other jurisdictions. This reflects 
the WA economy which rests on dangerous occupations and industries. For many decades, working 
people in WA have laboured under comparatively weak work health and safety legal protections, 
including what were until only recently, among the lowest penalties for breaches of these laws.

In the ten years to 2016 the average rate of fatalities per 100,000 working people in WA was 2.6, 
while nationally the rate was significantly lower at 2.11. 

Working West Australians experience the highest rates of serious injury in Australia resulting in both 
a workers’ compensation claim and a long term (12 weeks or more) absence from work (see Chart 
1 below).

CHART 1: Incidence rates of long term (12 weeks or more compensation) injury and disease claims by 
jurisdiction2

Across Australia, State Governments are primarily responsible for work health and safety laws. 
Current work safety laws in WA were first drafted nearly thirty years ago. As a result, working people 
in the gig-economy are not protected at all. Similarly, the growth of service industry jobs has left 
customers, those receiving care as well as the public inadequately protected when in our workplaces.

The impact of workloads and work-related stress on mental health is also not adequately incorporated 
into protections under existing laws and regulations.

We now know a lot more about cancer-causing toxins today than we did thirty years ago, when our 
current work health and safety laws were written.

1 See: h t t p s : / / w w w . s a f e w o r k a u s t r a l i a . g o v . a u / s t a t i s t i c s - a n d - r e s e a r c h / s t a t i s t i c s / f a t a l i t i e s / f a t a l i t y - s t a t i s t i c s - s t a t e t e r r i t o r y

2 ‘Comparative Performance Monitoring Report: Comparison of work health and safety and workers’ compensation schemes in 
Australian and New Zealand’ 20th Edition, 2018, Safe Work Australia. p = preliminary results.

https://www.safeworkaustralia.gov.au/statistics-and-research/statistics/fatalities/fatality-statistics-stateterritory
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Under the previous WA Barnett Liberal Government funding cuts to WorkSafe WA meant that its 
prevention role was dramatically eroded. For example, in 2007-08 WorkSafe carried out 12,173 
workplace visits, while in 2016-17 that had dropped to 7,5583, a decline of 38% in nine years. 
Over the same period the total workforce in Western Australia increased by 240,000 working people 
from 1,111,500 in 2007 to 1,351,500 in 2018, up by around 22%4.

Recently the WA McGowan Labor Government announced very significant increases to WorkSafe 
Inspector numbers and its intention to modernise WA’s work health and safety laws. These are 
important and welcome measures.

At the time of writing, the WA Government is consulting with stakeholders on a the adoption of the 
Work Health and Safety Regulations in Western Australia,  the outcomes of that are as yet undecided.  
In April 2019, the WA Government issued a code of practice under work health and safety to set 
standards to address the poor mental health outcomes from Fly-in-Fly-out work arrangements.

_____________________

This has been the context for the UnionsWA 2018-19 Work Health and Safety Survey. Beginning in 
late 2018 and continuing through early 2019, UnionsWA conducted a short online survey around 
several key work health and safety issues. All questions are included at Appendix A to this report. 
Most responses to the survey were gathered from 14,830 emails sent directly to union members 
and supporters from the UnionsWA database. Nine questions were asked via the survey with 1,525 
respondents beginning the survey with a response to the first question and 1,393 completing to the 
final, open text field question. This report includes some anonymous quotes drawn from that open-
ended question. 

This was not a random survey of the community and cannot claim to be representative. While 73% of 
respondents live in metropolitan Perth and 27% in regional WA, which is broadly reflective of the WA 
population, in other respects there are significant differences — 72% of respondents are employed in 
the public sector and 28% in the private sector; 90.8% of respondents are current union members, 
6.2% are in work but non-union members and 3.1% are not union members but not in work. 

Importantly, our public sector workforce has been a leading sector for addressing work safety and 
health issues, as have union members generally.

Notwithstanding these qualifications, this is a large and recent survey on a range of important work 
health and safety issues.

Adding to the value of these findings, in mid-2019, the Australian Council of Trade Unions (ACTU) 
conducted a lengthy online survey around work health and safety issues. The results from 2,002 
survey completions by West Australians for some selected questions are also presented here.

3 WorkSafe Division, Department of Mines, Industry Regulation and Safety — questions on notice from public hearing, 
2 October 2017

4 6291.0.55.003 — Labour Force, Australia, Detailed, Quarterly, May 2018
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“High workload has got to 
[a] ludicrous point… bad for
clients and stressful for us.”

“Customer aggression at my 
workplace is out of control.” 

“Colleagues are resistant to 
report hazards/incidences that 
impact on their health and safety  
because of the non-user-friendly 
process being online, time 
consuming and because of the 
lack of feedback/follow-up  
on any issues that they  
have reported.”
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FINDINGS
The survey asked respondents to nominate what, for them in their current or most recent workplace, 
was the most important issue (Chart 2) and then asked what they nominated as the second most 
important issue (Chart 3).

CHART 2: Most Important Work Health Safety Issue (%)

n=1,343

CHART 3: Second Most Important Work Health Safety Issue (%)

n=1,175

Taken together the results are clear and consistent. Three out of five respondents nominated workload 
and/or management related stress as the most important workplace health and safety issue. A further 
31% nominated this as the second most important issue. Expressed another way, 93% of all respon-
dents nominate workload or management related stress as the highest or second highest health and 
safety issue in their workplace.

Of the other issues less frequently nominated as important, the rankings for highest and next highest 
importance are consistent across these questions. After workload/management stress, respondents, 
in order, next nominated violence, bullying and/or threats, physical demands or risks, work travel/
vehicle accidents then exposure to toxins or work-related disease. 
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When we analyse these workplace health and safety issues by sector (public and private, Charts 4 
and 5) and where people live (Perth or regional WA, Charts 6 and 7) a few differences are import-
ant to note.

Compared with private sector working people, those in the public sector are substantially more 
likely to nominate workload and management related stress as the most important issue in their 
workplace, although this is clearly the most important issue for all working people regardless of 
sector of employment.

For those in our public sector the next important workplace health and safety issue is violence, bullying 
and/or threats, whether measured as the second among the most important (Chart 4) or the second 
most important issue (Chart 5).

For those in the private sector the second most important workplace health and safety issue were 
those related to the physical demands of work such as lifting or fall risks. 

CHART 4: Most Important Work Health Safety Issue, WA Public & Private Sectors (%)

 Public Sector   Private Sector    Public n=805; Private n=267

CHART 5: Second Most Important Work Health Safety Issue, WA Public & Private Sectors (%)

 Public Sector   Private Sector Public    n=705; Private n=274
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Comparison between respondents that live and work in Perth and those in regional WA shows a 
similar ordering of importance of issues across these areas. However, those is regional WA are 
somewhat less likely to nominate workload and/or management related stress and somewhat more 
likely to nominate physical demands (Charts 6 and 7). 

CHART 6: Most Important Work Health & Safety Issues, Perth & Regional WA (%)

 Perth   Regional Perth    n=830; Regional WA n=339

CHART 7: Second Most Important Work Health & Safety Issues, Perth & Regional WA (%)

 Perth   Regional Perth    n=737; Regional WA n=316
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Respondents were asked what was their highest level of work health and safety training with options 
provided ranging from informal and on-the-job through to post-graduate studies. 

CHART 8: Highest Work Health & Safety Training (%)

n=1,153

These responses given for work health and safety training were cross-tabulated by the WA public 
sector and private sectors (Chart 9). Those results suggest that private sector employees are somewhat 
more likely to participate in formal work health and safety training than public sector employees. As 
mentioned earlier, respondents are mostly union members, which may be a factor here. The associa-
tion between work health and safety and physical demands and risks, also reinforced by differences 
between public and private sectors (see above) may also be a factor in this finding. 

CHART 9: Highest Work Health & Safety Training, WA Public & Private Sectors (%)

 Public Sector   Private Sector Public    n=695; Private n=256
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CHART 10: Highest Level of WHS Training, Perth & Regional WA (%)

 Perth   Regional Perth    n=622; Regional WA n=278

Respondents were asked if they knew who was their workplace health and safety representatives 
(Chart 11). 

CHART 11: Knowledge of Workplace WHS Representative (%)

n=1,176

Those working in the private sectors are more than twice as likely as those in the public sector to not 
know who is their workplace health and safety representative. 
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CHART 12: Knowledge of Workplace WHS Representative, WA Public & Private Sectors (%)

 WA Public   Private    Public n=752; Private n=322

Those in regional WA are also more likely than those in Perth to not know who is their workplace 
health and safety representative.

CHART 13: Knowledge of Workplace OHS Representative, Perth & Regional WA (%)

 Perth   Regional Perth    n= 681; Regional WA n=263
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KEY FINDINGS FROM THE ACTU SURVEY
The ACTU survey asked respondents “Are you aware of existing conditions in your workplace that 
could cause serious injury or illness to a worker if left unaddressed or not properly managed?”. 

CHART 14: Existing serious unaddressed workplace risk (%)

n= 2,002

The reported extent of a serious unaddressed workplace risk at 53% is a major concern.

The ACTU survey also asked “How confident are you in raising health and safety issues at work?” 
and to gain further insight into locational differences presented above we have compared responses 
for those that live and work in Perth with those that live in work in either a remote or very remote 
community (Chart 15). Those working in remote and very remote workplaces are much less likely 
that those in Perth to feel confident of reporting a workplace health or safety issue.

CHART 15: Confidence to raise work health and safety, Perth & Remote/Very Remote (%)

 Perth   Remote/Very Remote    Perth n=1,511; Remote/Very Remote n= 120
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At present, in most jurisdictions of Australia, it is not unlawful for employers to insure themselves to 
cover the costs for a work health or safety breach fine. Respondents were asked if this should be 
allowed and the majority disagreed with the practice (Chart 16). 

CHART 16: Should employers be able to insure themselves to pay work health & safety fines? (%)

n=1,479

Respondents to the ACTU were asked if they thought whether or not employers should face jail time 
if they were grossly negligent contributing to a work fatality. An over-whelming majority agreed that 
courts should have this option (Chart 17). 

CHART 17: Should employers grossly negligent of a work fatality face serious jail time? (%)

n= 1,755

54%

Yes No

52%

50%

48%

46%

44%

42%

40%

56%

45.6%

54.4%

70%

Yes No

60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%

100%

90%

80%

89.7%

10.3%



~ 14 ~

Chart 18 below presents the responses to the question “Do you think that unions should be able to 
take employers and companies that break health and safety laws to court?” There was emphatic 
support for this proposition.

CHART 18: Should unions be able to take employers that break work health & safety laws to court? (%)
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CONCLUSIONS
These survey results come at an important time for the work health and safety of West Australians 

Following long term improvements in the overall rates of work injury and disease, key indicators for 
work fatalities and very serious injury in WA are failing to progress as well as elsewhere in Australia.

The weakness of work health and safety laws in WA flies in the face of our having many industries 
and occupations that are very dangerous. 

While our laws have remained unchanged, medical knowledge has advanced. We now know that 
exposure to many toxins is more harmful than was thought to be the case in the past. The impact of 
work on and the awareness and incidence of poor mental health are all greater now than in the past.

The overwhelming priority of working people identified through our main survey is workload and 
management-related stress. This is both a work health issue and likely a factor in poor workplace 
health and safety prevention. The concern for such workplace pressures was true fright across public 
and private sectors, in Perth and regional WA.

A range of strategies and factors need to be addressed to respond better to and prevent workplace 
harm.

Strong penalties for those who break our work health and safety laws are supported.

It is important that working people are aware of and trained to respond to dangers, particularly work-
place health and safety representatives. Trained representatives should be present in all workplaces. 

Alone, we know that even competent workplace safety representatives can face pressure to “turn a 
blind eye” to problems; some fear that speaking up may cost them their livelihood. 

Workplace health and safety representatives need the backing of unions and these workplace whis-
tle-blowers need to be supported by our laws, regulators and to have access to the protection of our 
courts.

At the end of the day, everyone deserves to come home safely to their family. 
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APPENDIX A: 
UnionsWA Work Health and Safety 2018-19  
Survey Questions

• Thinking about safety and health in your current or most recent workplace, what is the  
most important issue for you?

• What is the next or second most important work health or safety issue for you?

• What is the highest level of occupational health and safety (OH & S) training you’ve  
undertaken?

• Do you know your workplace OH & S representative?

• Would you like more information about occupation health and safety issues relevant  
to your work?

• In which sector do you work at present?

• Which best describes where you work and live?

• Are you a current member of the relevant union for your employment?

• Please respond to any “other questions” above or add any OH & S issues you wish  
to raise with us here.
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Level 4, 445 Hay Street, Perth WA 6000

unionswa.com.au unionswa unions_wa
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