RURAL AND REGIONAL SERVICES
AND DEVELOPMENT COMMITTEE

Final Report

Inquiry into the Cause of Fatality and
Injury on Victorian Farms

ORDERED TO BE PRINTED

August 2005

By Authority
Government Printer for the State of Victoria

No. 147 Session 2003-05

Parliament of Victoria
Rural and Regional Services and Development Committee
Inquiry into the Cause of Fatality and Injury on Victorian Farms
ISBN 0-9757058-1-4

Rural and Regional Services
and Development Committee

Members
Mr Ben Hardman MP, Seymour (Chair)
Mr Craig Ingram MP, Gippsland East (Deputy Chair)
Mr Michael Crutchfield MP, South Barwon
Hon John McQuilten MLC, Ballarat Province
Hon Robert Mitchell MLC, Central Highlands Province
Hon Dr Denis Napthine MP, South-West Coast
Mr Peter Walsh MP, Swan Hill

Staff
Ms Lilian Topic, Executive Officer
Dr Vaughn Koops, Research Officer
Ms Josie Dichera, Office Manager

Level 8, 35 Spring Street, Melbourne 3000
Telephone: 1300 787 202 (Victoria only) (03) 9651 3580
Facsimile: (03) 9651 3691
rrsdc@parliament.vic.gov.au
www.parliament.vic.gov.au

i

ii

Terms of Reference
PARLIAMENTARY COMMITTEES ACT 1968*

REFERRAL OF INQUIRY TO THE RURAL AND REGIONAL SERVICES
AND DEVELOPMENT COMMITTEE OF PARLIAMENT

INQUIRY INTO THE CAUSE OF FATALITY AND
INJURY ON VICTORIAN FARMS
ORDER IN COUNCIL

The Governor in Council, under section 4F of the Parliamentary Committees Act
1968, requests that the:
Rural and Regional Services and Development Committee of Parliament
Inquire into, consider and report to Parliament on:
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3. Current programs and initiatives designed to improve occupational health and
safety on Victorian farms.
4. Any impediments to sustaining improvements in farm safety.
5. The financial and social cost of death and injury on Victorian farms.
6. The need for further strategies to reduce the incidence of injury and fatality on
Victorian farms, what form the strategy should take and whether they are best
developed by government agencies, industry bodies, worker representatives or
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Chair’s Foreword

Chair’s foreword
I am pleased to present the Rural and Regional Services and Development Committee’s
final report on its Inquiry into the Cause of Fatality and Injury on Victorian Farms.
The farming industry in Victoria is an important contributor both to the economy of the
state and the nation. Many farms blend the family home and the workplace. Those who
live and work there love the lifestyle but also acknowledge that there are hazards for
farmers, their families and visitors.
The challenge for us was to suggest ways to make the farm workplace a safer one. A
number of witnesses to this Inquiry suggested that further regulating the farm
environment would place greater stress on farmers. The Committee agreed that further
regulation should be avoided and we have instead attempted to make recommendations
that would provide practical solutions to making the farm workplace safer.
The Committee heard from a number of people that good education and training programs
for prevention of injury and fatality on farms do exist. However, these programs are not
co-ordinated across the state and more could be done towards that end.
One area that can be addressed is the use of helmets while riding ATVs. The Committee
strongly believes that a practical and useful helmet must be designed for farmers to wear
while riding ATVs. Recommendations 7-10 address that concern.
The Committee has received immense co-operation and enthusiasm for this Inquiry and I
would like to thank all those who have appeared before the Committee, in Melbourne and
in rural and regional Victoria, both for the information and insights which they freely
shared, and for their warm hospitality. Too many stand out to be mentioned here, and all
are noted in the Appendix to this report.
I would like to thank the State Coroner’s Office for making their statistical data available
to us. A difficulty that we faced in writing this report was obtaining relevant information
on health and safety issues in the farming sector. For this reason we have included
information from other jurisdictions such as New South Wales.
I would like to acknowledge the work of my colleagues on the Committee. We have
spent many hours discussing issues that were raised around farming, injury and fatality
and this report reflects their commitment to the work of the Committee.
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Finally, I would like to thank the staff of the Committee for their ongoing dedication to
the work of the Committee and for their excellent work towards this report: the Executive
Officer, Lilian Topic; the Research Officer; Dr Vaughn Koops; the Office Manager; Josie
Dichiera; the former Executive Officer of the Committee, Kristen Murray; and the
previous Office Manager, Kate Murray.
I believe that as much as possible should be done to prevent farm injury and fatality on
farms in Victoria. This report offers practical recommendations which I hope will
contribute to a reduction in the level of preventable death and injury on farms.

I commend the report to the Parliament.

Ben Hardman MP
Chair
18th July 2005
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Introduction

Introduction
a.1

Farming industries in Victoria have long made an important contribution to the

economies of the state and the nation. In 2002-03, gross farm product in Victoria
accounted for 2.7 per cent of gross state product for Victoria, and the gross value of
agricultural production in Victoria was $7.5 billion, representing 23 per cent of the
total gross value of Australian agricultural production.2 In 2003-04, Victoria’s top five
agricultural industry exports generated over $3.6 billion in trade, and represented
more than 20% of Victoria’s entire overseas exports by value.3 In 2002-03 there were
33,212 establishments undertaking agricultural activity in Victoria.4 Principal
agricultural activities in Victoria are in the meat, dairy, grain, and horticulture
industries.
a.2

While there are a large number of agricultural establishments in Victoria, there

has been a tendency over previous decades towards amalgamation of farms to form
larger establishments in order to take advantage of economies of scale in production.
In 1950, for example, there were almost 28,000 dairy farms with an average herd size
of 18 cows.5 By 1975, the number of farms had halved6 and by 2003 there were 6,200
dairy establishments with an average herd size of around 210 cows.7 During this time
there have also been significant improvements in farm productivity. Between 1950
and 2003 milk production has more than tripled, due largely to improved technologies
in pest management, fertilisers, genetics, animal nutrition and the mechanisation of
agriculture.

2

Australian Bureau of Statistics, Value of agricultural commodities produced, Australia, no. 7503.0,
2004, p. 4.
3
Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 'Victoria fact sheet', viewed 27 June 2005,
<http://www.dfat.gov.au/geo/fs/vic.pdf>.
4
Australian Bureau of Statistics, 'Characteristics of Australian farms', viewed 27 June 2005,
<http://www.abs.gov.au/Ausstats/abs@.nsf/94713ad445ff1425ca25682000192af2/6035813c6176a653c
a256f7200832efe!OpenDocument>. Farm establishments with an EVAO of $5000 or more (see page
4).
5
Australian Bureau of Statistics, The Victorian dairy industry, no. 1301.2, 2002, p. 2.
6
Australian Bureau of Statistics, The Victorian dairy industry, no. 1301.2, 2002, p. 2.
7
Department of Primary Industries, 'The Victorian dairy industry', viewed 5 July 2005,
<www.dpi.vic.gov.au/agribusiness>.
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a.3

In 2003-04, the gross value of fisheries production in Victoria was $95

million, with 50.4 per cent of the value of production derived from molluscs (chiefly
abalone), and a further 15.7 per cent derived from crustacean fisheries (chiefly rock
lobster).8 Forestry contributes substantially to the Victorian economy, with forestry
activities occurring on hardwood and softwood plantations, and in native hardwood
forests. The native hardwood sector alone is worth $1.8 billion to the Victorian
economy.
a.4

In recent years attention has been drawn to the incidence of injuries and

fatalities on farms. This has been due to a great number of factors and developments
both from within the farming sector and throughout all industries in Australia. In
recent decades public health philosophy and approaches have developed beyond a
traditional focus on hygiene and communicable disease prevention to encompass
programs and techniques to reduce the incidence of other ‘preventable’ factors that
contribute to injury and fatality. This new approach to public health has been adopted
by most developed nations so that the prevention of all forms of injury and death are
generally viewed as one of the responsibilities of ‘good governance’. A high
proportion of deaths and injuries that occur on farms are preventable, including those
associated with farm work and those associated with recreational activities. In the
farming sector, as is the case in other industries, there has been an expectation that
fatalities and injuries could be reduced if people could be encouraged to adopt, for
example, ‘safer’ work practices, or ‘safer’ technologies.
a.5

Attention has been similarly drawn to the forestry and fishing industries, as

historically each has had high levels of morbidity and mortality within the workforce
relative to industry size. In recent years, workforce safety within these industries has
improved due to a number of factors, including technological developments that have
contributed to increased productivity and worker safety, complemented by increased
adoption of training in first aid and occupational health and safety (OHS) training. A
large proportion of businesses in the commercial fishing and forestry industries also
employ staff, and so are subject to the various requirements of OHS agencies such as
the Victorian WorkCover Authority.

8

Australian Bureau of Agricultural and Resource Economics, Australian fisheries statistics 2004,
Australian Bureau of Agricultural and Resource Economics, Canberra, 2005, p. 26.
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a.6

In response to an increasing awareness of the relatively high incidence of

injury and fatality on Australian and Victorian farms, a number of programs have
been initiated within commonwealth, state and local governments, by industry,
community organisations and academic institutions. In Victoria, a campaign to
encourage the fitment of Roll Over Protection Structures (ROPS) to tractors is
regarded internationally as a successful example of what can be achieved through
collaboration between government and industry to introduce targeted health and
safety measures to the farming industry.9 This program is also regarded as a
successful example of how a careful mix of incentives, consultation, cooperation,
publicity, legislation and enforcement can produce positive results in farm health and
safety.
a.7

While there is a prevailing opinion that many farm injuries and deaths are

preventable it is generally acknowledged that the farming industry possesses a number
of unique characteristics that complicate activities to improve health and safety. A
large proportion of farms are owned and operated by farming families so that the farm
often functions as a home as well as a workplace. This means that people often
engage in recreational activities on farms, which contributes to the number of
fatalities and injuries that occur on farm properties. Farming requires long and
irregular hours of work with farmers often working alone and in isolation. Heavy and
powerful machinery is also employed in farm work, with the operation of mobile
plant complicated by irregular terrain. Livestock farming carries inherent risks due to
the unpredictable behaviour of animals. The operators of smaller farms may not
possess sufficient resources to purchase or obtain the latest (and safest) technology, or
may decide to use existing equipment to do work it was not designed to perform.

9

L Day & G Rechnitzer, Evaluation of the tractor rollover protective structure rebate scheme 1997/98,
no. 155, Monash University Accident Research Centre, Melbourne, 1999.
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The scope of this inquiry
a.8

The Committee considered a number of issues concerning the scope of this

inquiry before it initiated public hearings. Major questions the Committee considered
included:
•

what definition of ‘farm’ should be adopted;

•

whether intentional and/or unintentional injuries should be considered;

•

whether acute, or acute and chronic, injury should be considered; and

•

whether analysis should include people injured on farms who were not
actually engaged in work, as well as farm workers.

What is a farm?
a.9

Various bodies that collect information about the farming sector in Australia

adopt different criteria in their definitions of what a ‘farm’ is. The Australian Bureau
of Statistics, for example, typically includes or excludes agricultural business from its
analyses on the basis of a proxy measure for gross farm income called the Estimated
Value of Agricultural Operations (EVAO). In various publications the ABS does not
count some agricultural businesses as ‘farms’ if their EVAO is below a certain
threshold.10
a.10

A large proportion of studies on injuries and fatalities that occur on ‘farms’ do

not explicitly define what a ‘farm’ is. In most studies the people involved in a given
incident or third party observers are used to categorise an injury or death as ‘farmrelated’. While it would be ideal, for comparative purposes, to agree on a universal
definition of what a ‘farm’ is, this has not occurred to date in studies of farm injuries
and fatalities. As a result, while the Committee would prefer a definition of Victorian
farms to be built around a measure such as the EVAO, in practice a number of
definitions of ‘farm’ are employed throughout this report. These definitions are
acknowledged in the text where appropriate.

10

Most recently, this threshold has been $5000, although the figure has varied between $2500 and
$22,500 in past years.
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Intentional and unintentional injury
a.11

The Committee also considered the extent to which the inquiry would focus on

intentional and unintentional injury. ‘Intentional’ injury includes any injury, including
injury that results in death, that is a result of conscious volition on the part of the
person who injures. This can include various forms of assault, including homicide and
suicide. Unintentional injury includes all other injuries that occur without the
conscious volition of the person who causes injury, or injuries that occur as a result of
factors in which there has been no direct human intervention.
a.12

The Committee determined that its main interest in the context of this inquiry

was to investigate the causes of unintentional injury. While it emerged during the
course of the inquiry that some forms of intentional injury (particularly suicide) do
account for a significant proportion of deaths on farms, most non-fatal farm injuries
occur as a result of events that were not intended. Furthermore, the kinds of programs
and approaches required to achieve reductions in intentional injuries differ in a
number of respects from programs and activities to reduce unintentional injuries. For
this reason this report is largely focused on the incidence and causes of unintentional
injury, and the Committee’s recommendations are tailored to address these issues.

Chronic and acute injury and disease
a.13

Acute injuries are one-off events that occur suddenly, such as being struck by

an object or pulling a muscle. Chronic injuries or conditions occur slowly and over a
relatively long period of time, such as cancer and rheumatoid arthritis. An acute injury
can become a chronic injury if recovery is slow. Current data captured by health care
surveillance systems regarding the farming industry is largely focused on the
identification of acute injuries, and so does not indicate the relative importance of
chronic health conditions caused by agricultural work. These include back pain,
hearing loss and skin cancer.
a.14

The Committee considered chronic injury and disease to be an important topic

for investigation, but decided the main focus of this report should be on the causes of
acute injury on Victorian farms.
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External and non-external causes of death
a.15

Similarly, the Committee considered the extent to which it should investigate

external and non-external causes of death. External causes of death usually include
deaths that are a result of trauma or acute poisoning, such as by accidental injury or
interpersonal violence. Non-external causes of death account for a larger proportion of
all deaths, such as heart attacks and cancers, but it is generally far more difficult to
identify the specific factors that contributed to that death. For this reason the
Committee decided to focus largely on deaths due to external causes.

Farm workers and people not engaged in work
a.16

Another issue the Committee considered was whether only injuries and

fatalities involving people engaged in farm work should be considered, or whether
injuries and deaths to people not engaged in work should form part of the inquiry. The
Committee recognised that the unique quality of many farms as workplaces and
homes meant that it was important to consider the causes of injury and fatality among
people who are not engaged in farm work (such as children), particularly as there is
considerable evidence that injuries to these people account for a significant proportion
of all injuries on farms. However, the Committee also recognised that it was important
to distinguish between those people injured or killed while working on farms, and
those people not working at the time of their injury. This distinction is maintained
throughout the report.

Limitations of data
a.17

While the Committee has endeavoured to conduct a thorough investigation

into the causes of injury and fatality on Victorian farms, in some cases there is
insufficient data and research to establish with certainty the causes of injury and death
on farms. As noted above, this is particularly the case where there is some evidence
that certain forms of chronic illness and ‘non-external’ conditions are related to farm
work, but where existing evidence and research has not established a clear causal
relationship between any specific substance or substances, activity or activities, and
the disease under scrutiny. To date, most studies of farm injury and fatality have
focused on acute, external and unintentional injury, and for this reason the Committee
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is best placed to make observations about the causes underlying this aspect of farm
morbidity and mortality. Even within this somewhat narrower field of interest there is
a lot that could still be done to improve knowledge, as most of the studies that have
been done to date are short-term, or regionally focused (and so have limited potential
for general observations), or have focused on issues that may not have a direct effect
on factors that contribute to farm injury and fatality.11

Forestry and commercial fishing industries
a.18

In the course of considering the scope of this inquiry, the Committee

recognised that an investigation into deaths and injuries that occur in the forestry and
fisheries industries would also be of considerable interest. The report considers each
of these industries.

Report structure
a.19

The first half of the report provides a profile of the Victorian farming industry,

and discusses issues and research surrounding the incidence of farm injuries and
fatalities. Rates and causes of death and injury are described, as well as costs
associated with morbidity and mortality on Victorian farms, followed by a discussion
of factors that may impede or contribute to improvements in safety.
a.20

The second half of this report discusses current and proposed strategies to

reduce farm fatality and injury in Victoria. General themes are considered, such as
education and promotional activities to improve farm, forestry and fishery industry
safety, the place of legislation and regulation, current activities by government,
industry and communities, and research possibilities. Specific issues, relating to
particular practices or equipment, are also discussed in the second half of the report.
The Committee’s recommendations, which are designed to assist the reduction of
injuries and fatalities on Victoria’s farms, are largely contained in these chapters.

11

Studies that describe people’s “knowledge of risk”, for example, may tell us how many people know
they shouldn’t dismount a moving tractor, but they don’t tell us how many people actually do get off
moving tractors.
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Chapter One
Setting the scene
Introduction
1.1

Victoria’s farms make a substantial contribution to the state’s economy, not

only through production for domestic and national consumption, but also by
accounting for a substantial proportion of export earnings to the state. In 2002-03 the
gross value of agricultural production in Victoria was $7.5 billion, representing 23 per
cent of the total gross value of Australian agricultural production.12Agricultural
production in Victoria provides five of the ten largest overseas export commodities
for the state. These five export products alone accounted for more that 20 per cent of
Victoria’s entire export trade in 2003-04.13
Table 1: Major exports, Victoria 2003-0414
Passenger motor vehicles
Aluminium
Milk and cream
Wool
Cheese and curd
Meat (excl. bovine)
Bovine meat
Refined petroleum
Medicaments (incl. veterinary)
Motor vehicle parts
1.2

Aus$m
1,467
1,081
1,060
970
567
539
534
521
489
488

The agriculture industry in Victoria also makes a substantial economic

contribution to local economies through the services industries for agriculture, and as
a major employer in rural and regional communities.

12

Australian Bureau of Statistics, Value of agricultural commodities produced, Australia, no. 7503.0,
2004, p. 4.
13
Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 'Victoria fact sheet', viewed 27 June 2005,
<http://www.dfat.gov.au/geo/fs/vic.pdf>.
14
Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 'Victoria fact sheet', viewed 27 June 2005,
<http://www.dfat.gov.au/geo/fs/vic.pdf>.
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Changes in agriculture
1.3

Technological change and innovation has been a major contributor to

agricultural industry adjustments over the past century. Technological developments
in the mechanisation of agriculture, genetics, animal nutrition, fertilisers and pest
management have facilitated increased productivity across the agricultural industry
while reducing the need for farm labour. Many farmers have taken advantage of the
opportunities provided by these technologies to improve farm efficiency. Some of
these technological developments have also had flow-on effects for farm safety.
1.4

Farmers have also been active agents of change with Australia having one of

the most efficient agricultural economies in the world. In Australia many farmers have
increased their landholdings over time, thus increasing the efficiency of production
through economies of scale. This has resulted in a tendency towards larger average
land holdings within the industry, and a reduction in the number of farms throughout
Australia. One effect of farm consolidation and technological advances has been a
reduction of the farming population over past decades.

Farm consolidation
1.5

While farm consolidation has been an important feature of the agricultural

industry, there is as yet little evidence that this trend has been accompanied by a
movement toward corporate farming enterprises. Most farms in Australia are owned
and operated by family partnerships or as sole proprietorships. Various explanations
have been put forward for the continued prevalence of family partnership farms in
Australia. For example, fluctuating or lower relative rates of returns from agricultural
production compared with other industries acting as a disincentive for corporate
investment, and/or the premium placed on farming as a way of life that encourages
families to continue farming despite occasionally low returns or trying circumstances.
1.6

Another feature of small farms throughout Australia is that the farm often does

not form the sole, or in some cases the major, source of income for farm families.
While off-farm income (income generated away from the farm including paid work
and investment returns for example) has long been a feature of small farm economic
activity, there is some evidence that the proportion of farm family income derived off-

10
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farm has increased in recent decades. Reliance on off-farm income is likely to be
heightened during climatic and other events that impact on the profitability of farms
or agricultural markets (such as drought). It must also be noted that farmers or their
spouses may choose to pursue careers or employment off-farm for reasons other than
economic necessity.
1.7

Table 2 shows income derived off-farm by farms in selected industries over

the past five years. While there is some fluctuation in the amount of off-farm income,
the information indicates that this income makes a substantial contribution to farming
households across the farming industry.
Table 2: Off farm income by selected industry, Victorian farms, 1998-2003.15
Industry
Dairy industry
All broadacre industries
Wheat and other crops
Sheep industry
Beef industry

1.8

Year $
1998-99 1999-2000
2000-01
8,431
12,130
12,762
16,211
18,250
26,574
8,079
10,390
21,118
14,697
21,960
21,116
24,893
30,750
34,298
n.a. – not available.

2001-02
16,161
22,903
18,150
25,330
27,350

2002-03
19,650
19,350
n.a.
n.a.
n.a.

In the case of smaller farming enterprises, off-farm income may provide a

useful supplement to farm income, particularly as a means to lessen the impact of
fluctuating returns from farming activities on farming families. While dependence on
off-farm income may serve as a transitional strategy for some farmers seeking to leave
the industry, it appears that in many smaller farms off-farm income is a long-term
income strategy to maintain a farming lifestyle, so that high off-farm incomes are not
necessarily an indicator of potential exits from the industry.

15

Source: Australian Bureau of Agricultural and Resource Economics, Australian farm surveys report
2000, Australian Bureau of Agricultural and Resource Economics, Canberra, 2000; Australian Bureau
of Agricultural and Resource Economics, Australian farm surveys report 2001, Australian Bureau of
Agricultural and Resource Economics, Canberra, 2001; Australian Bureau of Agricultural and
Resource Economics, Australian farm surveys report 2002, Australian Bureau of Agricultural and
Resource Economics, Canberra, 2002; Australian Bureau of Agricultural and Resource Economics,
Australian farm surveys report 2003, Australian Bureau of Agricultural and Resource Economics,
Canberra, 2003; Australian Bureau of Agricultural and Resource Economics, Australian farm surveys
report 2004, Australian Bureau of Agricultural and Resource Economics, Canberra, 2004. Data not
available in wheat and other crops, sheep, or beef industries for 2002-03.

11

Inquiry into the Cause of Fatality and Injury on Victorian Farms

Characteristics of Victorian farms
1.9

Few studies have been conducted in Victoria to describe the scale of farming

operations in terms of the distribution or scale of farms in the agricultural industry. In
2002, the Victorian Department of Natural Resources and Environment published a
study of farms in Victoria which showed that the majority of farms had an estimated
annual Estimated Value of Agricultural Operations (EVAO) of less than $60,000. The
study also found that the largest ten per cent of Victorian farms produced
approximately 50% of the total value of farm output. In contrast, the smallest 50% of
farms produced just ten per cent of total farm output.16
Figure 1: Small farms (EVAO < $75000) as a proportion of all farms, 199717

1.10

The Committee also considered evidence indicating that most farms in

Victoria are businesses with few employees. In 2002-03, the Australian Bureau of
Statistics estimated that there were 33,212 establishments undertaking agricultural
activity in Victoria.18 In 2003-04, however, only 12,095 agriculture industry

16

N Barr & K Karunaratne, Victoria's small farms, no. 89, CLPR research report, Department of
Natural Resources and Environment, 2002. Measured in EVAO.
17
N Barr & K Karunaratne, Victoria's small farms, no. 89, CLPR research report, Department of
Natural Resources and Environment, 2002, p. 5.
18
Australian Bureau of Statistics, Agricultural Commodities, Australia, no. 7121.0, 2004.
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workplaces were registered with WorkCover. This did not include enterprises offering
services to agriculture (such as sheep shearing and aerial agricultural services).
1.11

It is likely that the majority of Victorian establishments registered with the

Victorian WorkCover Authority in the nurseries, meat cattle and milk cattle industries
engage employees (including apprentices) on a part time and/or seasonal basis. This is
demonstrated by the fact that the average remuneration per workplace for those three
industries in 2003-04 was less than $23,400 (see Table 3). As employers in the
agriculture industry were required to pay employees at least $24,305 per year for fulltime workers in 2003-04, this data shows that a large proportion of businesses in those
industries did not employ full time staff over the entire year. A proportion of
agricultural industries with seasonal and/or harvesting activities, such as the sheep and
cereal grains industries, are also likely to be operated by a sole farm owner-manager
and/or family for most of a calendar year.
Table 3: Registered workplaces with Victorian WorkCover Authority, selected
industries, 2003-04.19
Industry

Milk Cattle
Nurseries – Growing Plants for Supply
Sheep
Cereal Grains
Combined Sheep with Cereal Grains
Meat Cattle
Combined Sheep with Meat Cattle
Tobacco Growing
Potato Growing
Plant Growing not elsewhere covered
Grazing, Farming or Breeding Animals not
elsewhere covered
Grape Growing
Poultry for Meat
Orchard and Other Fruit Growing
Poultry for Eggs
Pigs
Vegetables Growing
Combined Meat Cattle with Cereal Grains

Total
remuneration
($m)
11.4
11.2
27.4
17.1
41.1
27.3
41.0
6.0
15.1
7.5
21.2
131.0
17.4
132.3
14.9
23.4
102.1
49.2

Number of
workplaces
2,711
580
1,173
505
1,193
770
983
109
228
108

Average
remuneration per
workplace ($'000)
4.2
19.3
23.4
33.9
34.5
35.5
41.7
55.0
66.2
69.4

266
1,490
147
965
90
124
522
131

79.7
87.9
118.4
137.1
165.6
188.7
195.6
375.6

19

Source: Bruce Graham, Victorian WorkCover Authority, Personal Communication, 14 February
2005.
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1.12

One consequence of the relatively high proportion of farms that do not employ

farm labour, or are not required to register with the Victorian WorkCover Authority
(WorkCover), is that programs and regulations imposed through current occupational
health and safety (OHS) bodies such as WorkCover may have no more than a limited
effect on smaller farming enterprises.

Major Victorian agricultural industries
1.13

Victoria’s agricultural industry is varied, and different regions of Victoria

support different industries. The main factors contributing to these variations are
regional differences in climate and terrain. Consequently the issues and appropriate
measures to combat rates of farm injury and fatality may vary depending on the
characteristics of the agricultural industry and the physical environment in each
individual region. In the dairy and meat industries, for example, injuries caused by
animals account for a significant proportion of all injuries. The concentration of the
dairy industry, and to a lesser extent, the meat industry in certain regions of Victoria
may necessitate the introduction of region-specific strategies to address rates on injury
in farming enterprises.

The dairy industry
1.14

Victoria’s dairy industry is located throughout areas of Victoria with relatively

high rainfall, including the south-west, north-east and Gippsland regions, and in the
irrigation areas of northern Victoria and central Gippsland.20 Victoria produces 64 per
cent of milk in Australia, with Victorian dairy exports accounting for 84 per cent of
Australian dairy exports. Victorian dairy exports were valued at $1.75 billion in 200304.21 More than 90% of Victoria’s milk is used for manufactured products including
butter, cheese and milk powder.

20

Department of Primary Industries, 'The Victorian dairy industry', viewed 5 July 2005,
<www.dpi.vic.gov.au/agribusiness>.
21
Department of Primary Industries, 'The Victorian dairy industry', viewed 5 July 2005,
<www.dpi.vic.gov.au/agribusiness>.
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The meat industry
1.15

The Victorian meat industry provides around 20 per cent of beef production

and 40 per cent of lamb production in Australia. The major contributor to Victoria’s
meat industry is the beef industry, which comprises the majority of meat exports from
the state. Sheep meat and pork are also important components of industry production.
In 2002-03 there were more than 7,900 beef farms, 3,800 sheep/lamb farms, and
2,281 mixed sheep and beef farms in Victoria.22 Victorian meat exports were valued at
around $1.2 billion in 2003-04.23 More than 70 per cent of meat produced in Victoria
is consumed domestically. Beef cattle production is principally located in the southwest, Gippsland and central Gippsland, and through central and north-central Victoria.
Victoria’s sheep and lamb meat industries are spread more widely throughout the
state, including the Wimmera and Mallee regions in west Victoria.

22

Department of Primary Industries, 'The Victorian meat industry', viewed 5 July 2005,
<www.dpi.vic.gov.au/agribusiness>.
23
Department of Primary Industries, 'The Victorian meat industry', viewed 5 July 2005,
<www.dpi.vic.gov.au/agribusiness>.
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Figure 2: Value of milk production, Victoria Statistical Areas, 2001.24

24

Prepared by Customised Mapping, Spatial Information Infrastructure, Strategic Policy and Projects,
Department of Sustainability and Environment, June 2005.
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Figure 3:Value of cattle and calf slaughter, Victoria Statistical Areas, 2001.25

25

Prepared by Customised Mapping, Spatial Information Infrastructure, Strategic Policy and Projects,
Department of Sustainability and Environment, June 2005.
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Figure 4: Value of sheep and lamb slaughter, Victoria Statistical Areas, 2001.26

26

Prepared by Customised Mapping, Spatial Information Infrastructure, Strategic Policy and Projects,
Department of Sustainability and Environment, June 2005.
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The grain industry
1.16

The grain industry in Victoria is located mainly in north-west Victoria,

although production is also found throughout west and north-central Victoria. The
Victorian grains industry accounted for approximately ten per cent of Australia’s
national grain production in 2002-03. In 2002-03 there were 2,639 grain growing
enterprises in Victoria, and 3,199 farms with mixed grain and sheep or cattle
farming.27

The fruit industry
1.17

The fruit industry is the largest horticultural industry in Victoria, with a market

place value of $966 million in 2002-03.28 There were 3,177 fruit growing
establishments in Victoria in 2002-03.29 The fruit growing industry is predominantly
focused in the Goulburn Valley, along the Murray River, and around Melbourne. The
main fruit grown in Victoria are citrus, pears, apples, stone fruit, berry fruit and
grapes (including grapes for wine production).

The vegetable industry
1.18

The vegetable industry is Victoria’s second largest horticultural industry, with

a market place value of $541 million in 2002-03.30 In 2002-03 Victorian vegetable
production accounted for 24 per cent of Australia’s total vegetable production.31 The
vegetable industry is located throughout the state, particularly in Victoria’s irrigation
areas.

27

Department of Primary Industries, 'The Victorian grains industry', viewed 5 July 2005,
<www.dpi.vic.gov.au/agribusiness>.
28
Department of Primary Industries, 'The Victorian fruit industry', viewed 5 July 2005,
<www.dpi.vic.gov.au/agribusiness>.
29
Department of Primary Industries, 'The Victorian fruit industry', viewed 5 July 2005,
<www.dpi.vic.gov.au/agribusiness>.
30
Department of Primary Industries, 'The Victorian vegetable industry', viewed 5 July 2005,
<www.dpi.vic.gov.au/agribusiness>.
31
Department of Primary Industries, 'The Victorian vegetable industry', viewed 5 July 2005,
<www.dpi.vic.gov.au/agribusiness>.
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Figure 5: Value of cereals for grain production, Victorian Statistical Areas,
2001.32

32

Prepared by Customised Mapping, Spatial Information Infrastructure, Strategic Policy and Projects,
Department of Sustainability and Environment, June 2005.
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Figure 6: Value of fruit production, Victoria Statistical Areas, 2001.33

33

Prepared by Customised Mapping, Spatial Information Infrastructure, Strategic Policy and Projects,
Department of Sustainability and Environment, June 2005.
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Figure 7: Value of vegetable production, Victoria Statistical Areas, 2001.34

34

Prepared by Customised Mapping, Spatial Information Infrastructure, Strategic Policy and Projects,
Department of Sustainability and Environment, June 2005.
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Rural health
…the health status of farmers and farm workers is significantly reduced compared to the
Australian male population. Using age standardised proper measures of comparison, the
death rate of male farmers and farm workers is significantly higher. The farming
population is a sub–population of significant disadvantage. They are far more
disadvantaged than rural populations, which we already know to be at a disadvantage.
In those areas of health, non intentional injury… is one of those significant contributors,
but it is not the only one. Some of the cancers, cardiovascular disease, suicide and road
traffic injury are significant groups to make this population worthy, in a public health
sense, of significant attention. Within that is the farm safety area.35

1.19

Evidence suggests that there are considerable differences between the health

status of people living in rural and regional Victoria compared with those people
living in metropolitan Victoria. In 1996, the Victorian Burden of Disease Study
documented these differences, showing that, for example, people in rural Victoria are
disproportionately affected by ischaemic heart disease and chronic obstructive
pulmonary disease.36 Rural people are twice as likely to die or suffer injuries as a
result of road trauma, suicide and drowning than city people. Overall, rural males
have higher rates of disease burden due to cardiovascular disease, cancer, neurological
and sense disorders, chronic respiratory diseases, musculoskeletal diseases, and
injuries than metropolitan males. Rural females have higher rates of disease burden
due to cardiovascular disease, cancer, neurological and sense disorders and
musculoskeletal diseases than metropolitan females.

Rural health and the Australian health system
1.20

Rural and remote health is recognised as an important component of the

Australian health system. In 1999, the Australian Health Ministers’ Advisory Council
(AHMAC) acknowledged that significant differences existed between rural and
remote communities and urban communities in health outcomes, and made a
commitment to work towards improving the health of people living in rural and
remote Australia.37 In a joint publication by the National Rural Health Policy Forum
and the National Rural Health Alliance for AHMAC, it was also recognised that

35

Lyn Fragar, Director, Australian Centre for Agricultural Health and Safety, Public Hearing,
Melbourne, 21 January 2004, p. 17.
36
Public Health and Development Division, The Victorian burden of disease study: mortality,
Department of Human Services, Melbourne, 1999.
37
National Rural Health Alliance & National Rural Health Policy Forum, Healthy horizons framework
1999-2003, National Rural Health Alliance and the National Rural Health Policy Forum, Canberra,
1999, p. 3.
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attaining this goal would necessitate overcoming substantial challenges, as rural,
regional and remote communities were diverse and often had very different health
needs. As a result specific health strategies would often be required, depending on the
particular characteristics of individual communities in rural and regional Australia.
1.21

A number of goals have been endorsed by AHMAC to address the health

needs of these communities.38 These include:
•

Goal 1: Improve the highest health priorities first

•

Goal 2: Improve the health of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples
living in rural, regional and remote Australia

•

Goal 3: Undertake research and provide better information to rural, regional
and remote Australians

•

Goal 4: Develop flexible and coordinated services

•

Goal 5: Maintain a skilled and responsive health workforce

•

Goal 6: Develop needs-based flexible funding arrangements for rural,
regional and remote Australia

•

Goal 7: Achieve recognition of rural, regional and remote health as an
important component of the Australian health system

1.22

Of these seven goals, six are relevant to this inquiry. Under goal one safety on

farms is specifically identified as a priority in the context of injury prevention and
control.39 Goal three focuses on various means to improve the provision of relevant
data on health to individuals, communities and health professionals. Goal four aims to
improve collaboration and engagement between health services providers,
government departments and local community organisations and groups to deliver

38

National Rural Health Alliance & National Rural Health Policy Forum, Healthy horizons framework
1999-2003, National Rural Health Alliance and the National Rural Health Policy Forum, Canberra,
1999; National Rural Health Alliance & National Rural Health Policy Sub-committee, Healthy
horizons outlook 2003-2007, Commonwealth Department of Health and Ageing, Canberra, 2002.
39
National Rural Health Alliance & National Rural Health Policy Sub-committee, Healthy horizons
outlook 2003-2007, Commonwealth Department of Health and Ageing, Canberra, 2002, p. 18.
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appropriate programs. Goal five recognises that a major barrier to improving rural
health has been difficulties attracting a skilled and experienced health workforce to
rural and regional communities. Goal six calls for the development of increased
flexibility in traditional funding arrangements to accommodate multipurpose health
services provision in rural and regional Australia. Finally, goal seven calls for
government and health service providers to consult with, and consider issues raised
by, rural and regional communities and service providers regarding the impact of state
and national health policy and service provision policies.

Rural public health
1.23

Of relevance to this report is the notion of public health. Public health is an

approach to health that focuses on adjustments to the behaviours of populations, or on
the attainment of conditions that are conducive to health of populations. In Australia
an accepted definition of public health (or population health) is “the organised
response by society to protect and promote health, and to prevent illness, injury and
disability.”40 The focus of public health activities is generally on preventative
strategies to improve health at a population level. Typical strategies include:
•

health protection strategies, such as risk assessments, food regulations,
communicable disease surveillance, and immunisation;

•

health promotion programs, with the aim of reducing disease and/or injury
through encouraging behaviour change; and

•

preventative health services, including disease and/or health condition
screening programs, family planning services and chronic disease self
management.

1.24

Rural public health falls within more general activities for public health, and

acknowledges that some unique characteristics of rural populations require specific
strategies to improve health outcomes. Some of these unique characteristics are
discussed above, such as the relative isolation of rural and regional communities, and

40

National Public Health Partnership, A memorandum of understanding for a National Public Health
Partnership for Australia between the Commonwealth of Australia, New South Wales, Victoria,
Queensland, Western Australia, South Australia, Tasmania, Northern Territory and the Australian
Capital Territory, National Public Health Partnership, Canberra, 2003.
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issues surrounding specific activities, industries, and environments in rural and
regional areas.
Finding 1:

The Committee found, through its research, submissions

and evidence presented at public hearings, that the agricultural industry
is a unique and dynamic working environment where boundaries
between work and recreation are often blurred.

Finding 2:

Research shows that there are differences in the health

status and health outcomes of those living in rural and regional areas
compared with those living in metropolitan centres. For this reason the
health and safety of farmers and their families as well as others living in
rural and regional areas deserves focussed attention within public
health.

26

Chapter Two – rates of death and injury

Chapter Two
Rates of death and injury
Introduction
2.1

This chapter provides an overview of rates of death and injury on Victorian

farms and within the commercial fishing and forestry industries. Characteristics of
death and injury that occur on Victorian farms are described and compared with
available information from other Victorian industries, and with similar industries
throughout Australia. Included in this description is a brief analysis of the distribution
of injuries and fatalities between workers and non-workers, males and females, and
different age groups. The causes and consequences of death and injury that occur in
the agriculture industry are discussed in Chapter Three.

Farm-related injuries
2.2

Few studies have been conducted on farm-related injuries in Australia. In

2000, a report by the Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation noted
that “[t]here has been little attention to reporting the overall health status of the
population of people engaged in agricultural production.”41 While a number of studies
on injuries and safety issues in Australian farms were conducted between 1996 and
2002,42 there has been comparatively little published material on these issues since
2003.43

41

L Fragar & R Franklin, The health and safety of Australian's farming community, ACAHS &
RIRDC, Moree, 2000, p. 11.
42
See, for example, R.A Cripps, 'Horse-related injury in Australia', Australia Injury Prevention
Bulletin, vol. 24, National Injury Surveillance Unit, Australia, 2000; L Day, Dairy farm injury in
Victoria, no. 96, Monash University Accident Research Centre, Melbourne, 1996; L Day, K Ashby &
V Stathakis, 'Unintentional farm injury', Hazard, no. 33, Victorian Injury Surveillance System. Monash
University Accident Research Centre, Melbourne, 1997; L Day, E Cassell, L Li & A McGrath,
Preventing farm injuries: overcoming the barriers, RIRDC, Melbourne, 1999; R Franklin, 4th National
Farm Injury Prevention Conference, Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation, Moree,
2002; F Lloyd, Danger on our farms, Murray Plains Division of General Practice, Cohuna, 2001.
43
L Day & V Stathakis, Evaluation of farm injury prevention programs, RIRDC, Canberra, 2004; R
Franklin & J Davies, 'Farm-related injury presenting to an Australian Base hospital', Australian Journal
of Rural Health, vol. 11, 2003; T Lower, N Egginton & R Owen, 'Agricultural motorcycle injuries in
WA adolescents', Australian and New Zealand Journal of Public Health, vol. 27, no. 3, 2003.
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2.3

In 2003, a study on farm-related injuries treated at Tamworth Base Hospital

(New South Wales) in 1997-98 found that 56 per cent of these injuries were sustained
while performing farm work and 32.3 per cent were sustained during leisure
activities.44 The remaining 11.7 per cent of people injured on farms were engaged in
other work (3.6%), sports activities (2.1%) and other activities (6%).45
2.4

A central Queensland study based on rural doctor surgery data found that

work-related farm injuries accounted for a similar proportion (58%) of all farm
injuries.46 However, in Warrnambool, Victoria, a study of emergency department and
inpatient data between 1996 and 2001 found that on average 166 cases of farm-related
injury were seen each year, with around 71 per cent of cases categorised as workrelated.47 A study of rural doctor surgery data in the Latrobe Valley found that just 38
per cent of injuries sustained on farms were work-related.48 Most studies that have
been conducted on farm-related injury do not distinguish between work and non-work
related injuries, and tend to focus on either the mechanism of the injury or the age and
sex of the injured person. Studies that do distinguish between working and ‘other’
injuries (including recreational injuries) have focused on particular industries, or on
particular localities. Finally, studies usually do not indicate rates of farm injury in
reference to the farm-resident population.
2.5

A number of factors have contributed to the type of research conducted on

farm-related injury. In the field of research on injuries a particular constraining factor
has been the tendency to use hospital records to identify potential cases of farm injury.
These records have not been designed to collect this kind of information however, and
as a result the entry of data specific to farm related events, or identifying people
working or living in a farming environment, is inconsistent or absent. Records of
other health providers (such as General Practitioners) are also difficult to collect and

44

R Franklin & J Davies, 'Farm-related injury presenting to an Australian Base hospital', Australian
Journal of Rural Health, vol. 11, 2003, p. 294.
45
R Franklin & J Davies, 'Farm-related injury presenting to an Australian Base hospital', Australian
Journal of Rural Health, vol. 11, 2003, p. 294.
46
K Harper, Epidemiology of injuries in Central Queensland: rural injury surveillance, Central Public
Health Unit, Rockhampton, 1997.
47
Daryl Pedler, Director, Gippsland Regional Clinical School, Monash University, Public Hearing,
Leongatha, 7 April 2004, p. 3.
48
J Valuri & V Routley, 'Injury surveillance and prevention in the Latrobe Valley', Hazard, special
edition, 1994.
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analyse, due to various considerations such as patient confidentiality, and the absence
of accepted standards for reporting details on farm-related injuries.
2.6

Identifying information on the number and severity of injuries that occur on

farms is difficult for a number of reasons. As has been noted previously, injuries that
occur on farms may or may not be work-related, as a proportion of injuries that are
recorded as occurring on ‘farms’ are a result of domestic or recreational activities.
Even when an injury is work-related, it will often not be recorded by statutory
authorities (such as the Victorian WorkCover Authority) because most farmers are
self-employed and are not required to report to those authorities. Furthermore, injuries
are also difficult to track because hospital emergency departments do not always
record information about where and/or how an injury occurred, or information that is
recorded is not consistent between different hospitals. In the case of some accidents
that occur on farms, such as when registered vehicles are involved in an accident, the
Transport Accident Commission may assume responsibility for case management and
compensation, so that these farm accidents may not be easily identifiable through
hospital or workers’ compensation statistics. Finally, a large proportion of injuries that
occur on farms may be treated by GPs in their practises rather than in hospitals.
2.7

Statistical evidence shows that males are injured far more frequently than

females on Victorian farms (with males sustaining around 75 per cent of farm
injuries),49 and that children typically receive different types of injuries to adults. The
number of males injured on farms relative to females is generally proportionate to
male and female activity on farms.
2.8

A study conducted in Victoria on data collected between 1993-94 and 1995-96

showed that during that period a total of 1,991 cases of admission to hospital were
identified as ‘farm-related’.50 Of those, 1,633 (82%) admissions were adults aged 15
years and older, and 358 (18%) admissions were of children aged less than 15 years.
In a twelve month period between 1996 and 1997, 1,556 cases were also identified as
‘farm-related’ in Victorian emergency department presentations. These included

49

See for example J Valuri & V Routley, 'Injury surveillance and prevention in the Latrobe Valley',
Hazard, special edition, 1994.
50
L Day, K Ashby & V Stathakis, 'Unintentional farm injury', Hazard, no. 33, Victorian Injury
Surveillance System. Monash University Accident Research Centre, Melbourne, 1997.
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1,250 (80%) adults and 238 (20%) children.51 The study also suggested that there was
some seasonal variation in emergency department presentations and hospital
admissions, with the least presentations occurring throughout winter.52 While males
formed the majority of presentations and admissions to hospitals, there was also
evidence that the ratio of males to females varied according to age, with sex ratios less
pronounced in younger age groups. For example, among children aged 0-4 years
injured on farms around 60 per cent were males, whereas in the 85 years and over age
group approximately 89 per cent of injured persons were males.53 However, the
emergency department presentations and inpatient data obtained from the
Warrnambool study showed that while the proportion of cases involving older people
exceeded those involving younger people, the age profile of presentations and
admissions for farm-related injury closely matched the age pattern of farmers in the
Warrnambool area.54 This may indicate that age is not a contributing factor for farmrelated injuries, with older farmers and their families suffering injuries at a similar
rate to their younger counterparts.55

Injuries to workers on farms
Farmers and farm workers are faced with a multiplicity of hazards of high risk in the
course of the work they do. If you think about the transport industry, basically it is their
vehicle, the road and a range of things that people can point to including fatigue, alcohol
and speed and whatever. Whereas with agriculture we are faced with this whole range of
hazards, let alone the human factors that relate to the age of operators, the way they
have learnt their trade, business or profession — all of those sorts of things — and the
family nature of the farm business.56

2.9

Between 1998-99 and 2002-03, the Victorian WorkCover Authority recorded

3,410 injury claims in Victoria’s farm sector, with total payments of $68.6 million.57

51

L Day, K Ashby & V Stathakis, 'Unintentional farm injury', Hazard, no. 33, Victorian Injury
Surveillance System. Monash University Accident Research Centre, Melbourne, 1997, p. 5.
52
L Day, K Ashby & V Stathakis, 'Unintentional farm injury', Hazard, no. 33, Victorian Injury
Surveillance System. Monash University Accident Research Centre, Melbourne, 1997, p. 4.
53
L Day, K Ashby & V Stathakis, 'Unintentional farm injury', Hazard, no. 33, Victorian Injury
Surveillance System. Monash University Accident Research Centre, Melbourne, 1997, p. 7.
54
Daryl Pedler, Director, Gippsland Regional Clinical School, Monash University, Public Hearing,
Leongatha, 7 April 2004, p. 3.
55
Lesley Day, Senior Research Fellow, Monash University Accident Research Centre, Public Hearing,
Melbourne, 17 November 2003, p. 3.
56
Lyn Fragar, Director, Australian Centre for Agricultural Health and Safety, Public Hearing,
Melbourne, 21 January 2004, p. 13.
57
Victorian WorkCover Authority, 'WorkSafe brings safety campaign to Cardinia farms', viewed 2
March 2005,
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Since 1994, there have been 6,063 claims to WorkCover for injuries that have
occurred during agricultural work (predominantly work on farms).
Table 4: Agriculture claims reported to the Victorian WorkCover Authority,
1994-95 to 2003-04.58

Reported
claims

2.10

199495

199596

199697

199798

199899

19992000

200001

200102

200203

200304

570

663

673

594

583

627

651

597

573

532

The Committee noted in Chapter One that of all farming enterprises in

Victoria, only around 33 per cent are considered employers for the purposes of the
Victorian WorkCover Authority. While data on injury across the Victoria’s entire
agriculture industry is not available, the Committee recognises that the incidence (the
number of injuries or deaths that occur per 1,000 workers in an industry) and
frequency (the number of injuries or deaths that occur per 1,000,000 work hours by
employees within an industry) of injury to people employed on Victoria’s farms
compares favourably with farms across Australia (Table 5 and Table 6). The
Committee also notes that while there is some variation in the incidence and
frequency of injuries within the agricultural industry from year to year, in general the
agricultural industry average is comparable to the incidence and frequency of reported
injuries across all Victorian industries (Table 5 and Table 6).
Table 5: Incidence of injury and disease per 1,000 workers, 2001-2003.59
2001
2002
2003

Victoria
Australia
Victoria
Australia
Victoria
Australia

Agriculture Industry
21.6
35.6
17.9
30.8
20.4
33.7

All Industries
20.6
28.3
18.7
26.3
16.5
24.4

<http://www.workcover.vic.gov.au/dir090/vwa/media.nsf/Site+Search/00451682C681FF73CA256EC8
001487AD>.
58
Victorian WorkCover Authority, Statistical summary, Victorian WorkCover Authority, Melbourne,
2004. Not all claims are reported in the year that they occur, so that recent statistics may underestimate
the number of future claims attributed to a particular year.
59
Source: National Occupational Health and Safety Commission, 'NOHSC Online Statistics
Interactive', viewed 24 February 2005, <http://www.nohsc.gov.au/OHSInformation/NOSI/default.asp>.
Does not include Services to Agriculture, Forestry and Logging, or Commercial Fishing industry
statistics.
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Table 6: Frequency of injury and disease per 1,000,000 hours worked,
2001-2003.60
2001
2002
2003

2.11

Victoria
Australia
Victoria
Australia
Victoria
Australia

Agriculture Industry
13.2
19
10.9
15.6
11.9
17.5

All Industries
12.5
16.9
11.5
15.8
10
14.4

Another crude measure of the rate of injury within an industry is the average

industry workers compensation premium rates as determined by the Victorian
WorkCover Authority. These are based on the claims experience of the Authority over
previous years. In 2004-05, the average WorkCover industry premium rate for the
agriculture industry was higher than all other industries (Table 7). Within the
agriculture industry, the premium rate for sheep shearing services is very high
(11.79%), but even with the premium rate for sheep shearing services excluded, the
average rate for the industry is comparable with the construction and manufacturing
industries (2.69%).
Table 7: Average industry rates for the WorkCover Insurance Premiums Order
2004-05, by industry.61
Industry division
Agriculture (including Sheep Shearing Services)
Construction
Agriculture (excluding Sheep Shearing Services)
Manufacturing
Transport and storage
Mining
Recreation, personal and other services
Community services
Electricity, gas and water
Trade
Public administration
Finance, property and business services
Communication

60

Industry
rate %
2.98
2.73
2.69
2.63
1.92
1.57
1.44
1.24
1.11
0.99
0.79
0.70
0.51

Source: National Occupational Health and Safety Commission, 'NOHSC Online Statistics
Interactive', viewed 24 February 2005, <http://www.nohsc.gov.au/OHSInformation/NOSI/default.asp>.
Does not include Services to Agriculture, Forestry and Logging, or Commercial Fishing industry
statistics.
61
Source: Victorian WorkCover Authority, 'WorkCover Insurance Premiums Order (No 12)
2004/2005', viewed 6 July 2005, <www.workcover.vic.gov.au>.
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Workers’ compensation
In a farm situation, as we all know, there is a very collegial association within a small
group, especially in dryland farming. If you spoke to one employee, they have got a long
history et cetera, and they have a close, almost family relationship. Often it is a family
relationship. It could be the son, the cousin, the wife — whatever. They will not be
processing a WorkCover case; they will just say it is an injury.62

2.12

As noted above, little data exists to indicate how rates of injury on farms that

do not employ workers compare with those farms subject to WorkCover regulation.
Furthermore, the low proportion of people injured during work on farms who
subsequently claim compensation may mean that reported rates of injury are
underestimated for the industry. A major study in Central Queensland, conducted
between 1995 and 1996, found that just 1.3 per cent of injured farm owners and their
families that were entitled to make workers’ compensation claims did so.63 This study
also found that 43.4 per cent of injured permanent workers, 21.4 per cent of injured
casual workers, and 19.4 per cent of injured contractors claimed compensation for
their injuries.64 While different legislation and regulation in place in Queensland may
mean that these statistics are not easily transferable to analysis of Victorian workrelated accidents, it is possible that farmers and their families across Australia tend
not to report work related injuries, or tend only to report more severe injuries. If this is
the case, work-related injuries may be under-represented in agricultural industry
statistics.
2.13

The injuries that occur on farms tend to result in longer periods of absence

from work. Between 2001 and 2003, average work absences as a result of non-fatal
injury in the Victorian agriculture industry exceeded average work absences across all
Victorian industries by upwards of 33 per cent.65 There is also some evidence that, on
average, Victorian farm workers make claims for injuries of greater severity than is
the case in most other Victorian industries. While the reasons for this are not clear, it
may be the case that these workers are less likely to make claims for less serious

62

Graem Kelly, Chief Executive Officer, Robinvale District Health Services, Public Hearing,
Robinvale, 23 March 2004, p. 43.
63
R Franklin, A Chater, L Fragar & K Ferguson, Rural injury in Central Queensland, National Farm
Injury Data Centre, Moree, 1999.
64
R Franklin, A Chater, L Fragar & K Ferguson, Rural injury in Central Queensland, National Farm
Injury Data Centre, Moree, 1999.
65
National Occupational Health and Safety Commission, 'NOHSC Online Statistics Interactive',
viewed 24 February 2005, <http://www.nohsc.gov.au/OHSInformation/NOSI/default.asp>.
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injuries than other Victorian workers, so that this data does not necessarily indicate
that farm-related injuries are more serious than those sustained in other industries.
Victorian WorkCover Authority statistics show that average payments in the
agriculture industry were within the top three highest industry payments for all
categories except stress-related claims payments (Table 8).
Table 8: Average payment groups by industry division, all standardised claims,
2003-2004.66
Industry division

$
Musculoskeletal
(back)

Agriculture

41,895

$
Musculoskeletal
(other)
20,818

$
Fractures /
contusions /
open
wounds
20,075

$
Other
injuries

27,066

$
Stress

20,162

$
Other
diseases

14,652

Communication

12,224

8,996

10,692

3,721

16,946

4,853

Community services

21,962

12,171

10,587

13,404

25,797

12,202

Construction

36,083

18,603

19,726

27,710

30,212

9,482

Electricity, gas and water
Finance, property and
business services

22,195

11,935

13,051

15,384

20,375

7,967

26,233

16,646

16,172

18,230

27,985

12,497

Manufacturing

32,999

21,333

15,884

14,877

26,579

9,463

Mining

38,428

20,022

22,751

34,255

36,703

8,650

Public administration
Recreation, personal and
other services

18,841

11,321

11,020

11,871

20,487

10,170

26,205

14,746

12,091

16,734

20,832

10,843

Trade

30,272

17,322

13,403

18,781

25,115

11,200

Transport and storage

25,754

14,422

18,271

25,244

15,797

11,106

Unknown

31,846

17,199

9,942

15,220

36,685

13,404

Average

28,805

17,064

15,210

17,891

25,067

10,285

2.14

The Committee was told by Associate Professor Daryl Pedler of the Gippsland

Regional Clinical School that the admission rate for people injured on farms at
Warrnambool hospital between 1996 and 2001 was 27 per cent, whereas the average
admission rate for all people attending the emergency department was 14 per cent.67
Association Professor Pedler suggested that this may indicate that injuries sustained
on farms are more severe than those experienced by the general population.68

66

Victorian WorkCover Authority, Statistical summary, Victorian WorkCover Authority, Melbourne,
2004, p. 15. Includes forestry, fishing and services to agriculture industries. Agriculture accounts for
78% of the number of claims made in this period.
67
Daryl Pedler, Director, Gippsland Regional Clinical School, Monash University, Public Hearing,
Leongatha, 7 April 2004, p. 3.
68
Daryl Pedler, Director, Gippsland Regional Clinical School, Monash University, Public Hearing,
Leongatha, 7 April 2004, p. 3.
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Industry variation in reported injury rates
2.15

Due to a number of factors, such as terrain and agricultural activity, rates of

injury and fatality are not necessary the same across the agricultural industry. In
Victoria the incidence rate (rate of injury per 1,000 workers) of “other livestock
farming” is far higher than for other agricultural activities, with horticulture and fruit
growing second-ranked in terms of injury incidence (Table 9).
Table 9: Incidence of injury and disease per 1,000 workers, selected agricultural
industries, 2001-2003.69

Year
2001
2002
2003

2.16

Horticulture
& fruit
growing
25.0
22.3
25.7

Grain, sheep
& beef cattle
farming
14.0
11.5
11.4

Dairy cattle
farming
18.8
14.6
16.3

Poultry
farming
18.0
14.0
18.0

Other
livestock
farming
38.9
44.7
40.1

While data on injury frequency (rate of injury per 1,000,000 hours worked) are

not available for the poultry and other livestock industries, available data shows
substantial variation in injury frequency rates within specific sectors of agricultural
industry (Table 10).
Table 10: Frequency of injury and disease per 1,000,000 hours worked, selected
agricultural industries, 2001-2003.70
Year
2001
2002
2003

Horticulture & fruit
growing
16.2
14.9
16.4

Grain, sheep & beef
cattle farming
7.8
6.6
6.3

Dairy cattle farming
10.7
7.6
7.9

Farm related fatalities
2.17

While information on farm-related injuries in Victoria is relatively sparse, a

number of studies and reports have been published concerning fatalities that occur on
farms. In 2004, the Victorian State Coroner’s Office prepared a summary of farmrelated deaths in the state of Victoria for the Committee. Farm-related deaths were
identified by the Coroner by selecting coroner’s records that contained the word

69

Source: National Occupational Health and Safety Commission, 'NOHSC Online Statistics
Interactive', viewed 24 February 2005, <http://www.nohsc.gov.au/OHSInformation/NOSI/default.asp>.
70
Source: National Occupational Health and Safety Commission, 'NOHSC Online Statistics
Interactive', viewed 24 February 2005, <http://www.nohsc.gov.au/OHSInformation/NOSI/default.asp>.
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“farm” or “farmer” under occupation, or those records that had the location of the
death coded as “farm” or “farmhouse”.
2.18

Coroner’s records include all deaths that occur suddenly, unexpectedly or

under suspicious circumstances. For this reason a large number of deaths are reported
to the coroner that are due to natural causes. Consequently, this study was broad, and
included data on all identified deaths that occurred either on farms in Victoria, in
houses that were located on farm properties, or that involved farmers or farm
labourers (and so did not necessarily occur on a farm).
2.19

According to the report prepared for the Committee by the Victorian State

Coroner’s Office, 42 work-related farm deaths occurred in Victoria between 1 July
2000 and 30 June 2003.71 In the same study the Coroner found that of all deaths that
occurred on Victorian farms or involved Victorian farmers, 100 were due to natural
causes and 147 were due to external causes (traumatic or poisoning deaths). The
Coroner was unable to make a determination on cause of death in the remaining four
cases.
Table 11: Farm related fatalities by cause, Victoria July 2000 – June 2003.72
Cause of death
Natural causes
External causes – unintentional death
External causes – intentional self-harm (suicide)
External causes – interpersonal violence
External causes – unknown intent
Unknown causes
Total

2.20

Cases
100
87
57
2
1
4
251

Of the 147 deaths found to have been due to external causes, 87 (59%) were

due to unintentional injury, 57 (39%) were due to intentional self-harm (suicide), and
two resulted from interpersonal violence. Of all deaths due to unintentional injury, 42
(48%) were categorised as work-related, and 26 (30%) were categorised as transportrelated. Of all unintentional deaths 18 (21%) were of children aged less than 18 years
old.

71

State Coroner's Office, Farm-related fatalities in Victoria, State Coroner's Office, Melbourne, 2004,
p. 21.
72
Source: State Coroner's Office, Farm-related fatalities in Victoria, State Coroner's Office,
Melbourne, 2004, p. 16.
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Table 12: Farm related external cause deaths, Victoria,
1 July 2000-30 June 2003.73

Age
0-9
10-19
20-29
30-39
40-49
50-59
60-69
70-79
80+
Total

Unintentional
#
%
10
11%
10
11%
9
10%
4
5%
10
11%
11
13%
15
17%
12
14%
6
7%
87
100%

Intentional
self-harm
#
%
0%
4
7%
9
16%
9
16%
7
12%
13
23%
7
12%
3
5%
5
9%
57
100%

Interpersonal
violence
#
%
0%
0%
1
50%
0%
0%
0%
1
50%
0%
0%
2
100%

Unknown
intent
#
%
0%
0%
1
100%
0%
0%
0%
0%
0%
0%
1
100%

Total
#
10
14
20
13
17
24
23
15
11
147

%
7%
10%
14%
9%
12%
16%
16%
10%
7%
100%

Work-related deaths
2.21

Of the 42 deaths categorised by the Victorian State Coroner’s Office as work-

related, 35 were of workers and six were of children who were in the company of a
person who was engaged in farm work at the time of the incident. In five of these six
deaths the child was less than twelve years old. Six deaths categorised by the Coroner
as work-related fatalities involved farmers who died while travelling for work
purposes, and did not die on a farm.
Table 13: Work related farm fatalities (including bystanders)a, Victoria,
1 July 2000-30 June 2003.74
Workers
Bystandersa
Year
#
%
#
%
2000-01
11
92%
1
8%
2001-02
13
81%
3
19%
2002-03
11
85%
2
15%
Total
35
85%
6
15%
a
“Bystanders”: persons not engaged in work, but killed as a result of a work practice or event.

2.22

In its submission to the inquiry, the Victorian State Coroner’s Office noted

that while the number of work-related deaths was high, there had been an apparent

73

State Coroner's Office, Farm-related fatalities in Victoria, State Coroner's Office, Melbourne, 2004,
p. 19.
74
Source: State Coroner's Office, Farm-related fatalities in Victoria, State Coroner's Office,
Melbourne, 2004, p. 21. One work-related death involving ‘other person on farm’ is not included in this
table.
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reduction in work-related fatalities on farms over time.75 Between 1989 and 1992, an
Australia-wide analysis of farm fatalities found that 103 work-related farm fatalities
occurred in Victoria over that four-year period. Fifty-five (53%) of those killed were
working at the time, and 48 (47%) of those killed were not working, but were killed as
a result of work being conducted by others.76 In Victoria between July 2000 and June
2003 however, the proportion of non-workers killed as a result of work practices or
events was substantially reduced, accounting for just six of 41 people killed (see
Table 13).77
2.23

While it appears that there have been substantial improvements regarding farm

deaths within the industry, farm-related deaths still feature disproportionately among
all deaths investigated by the Victorian WorkCover Authority. Farm employees
account for a relatively small proportion of all employees in Victoria, yet work-related
farm deaths consistently account for between 30 per cent and 40 per cent of all deaths
in Victorian workplaces (Figure 8).
Figure 8: Victorian work-related deaths, agriculture industry and other
industries, 1994-2003.78
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State Coroner's Office, Farm-related fatalities in Victoria, State Coroner's Office, Melbourne, 2004,
p. 53.
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R Franklin, R Mitchell, T Driscoll & L Fragar, Farm-related fatalities in Australia, 1989-1992,
ACAHS, NOHSC & RIRDC, Moree, 2000.
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State Coroner's Office, Farm-related fatalities in Victoria, State Coroner's Office, Melbourne, 2004.
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Victorian WorkCover Authority, 'Work-related deaths - Statistics', viewed 1 March 2005,
<http://www.workcover.vic.gov.au/dir090/vwa/home.nsf/Site+Search/FFB5E668FEDB172E4A256B4
200188437>. Statistics collated by calendar year.
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2.24

In 2004 the Victorian WorkCover Authority reported that the average age of

farmers killed while working was 60 years, and that the average age of farmers killed
at work in previous years was in excess of 50 years.79 This may reflect the age-profile
of the farming industry, as the average age of farmers is over 50 years throughout
Victoria.80

Suicide (intentional self-harm)
2.25

The Victorian State Coroner’s Office found that 57 of the 147 deaths on farms

between 2000 and 2003 attributed to external causes were as a result of suicide.81 Of
these 40 (70%) were suicide by farmers, and 13 (23%) were suicide by farm residents.
The remaining four cases were suicides by people who were not normally resident on
farms. Most of the people who committed suicide were male (90%) and almost half
aged 50 years and over.82
2.26

Similar characteristics of intentional self-harm on farms have been reported

throughout Australia. In 2000 a study was conducted on farm suicides throughout
Australia between 1988 and 1997 that found 93.7 per cent of farm suicides were male,
and that farm suicides occurred predominantly in the 55 years and older age group.83
This larger study also found that 67.4 per cent of farm suicides were of farm managers
(as opposed to farm labourers).
Finding 3:

In reviewing rates of death and injury in the agricultural

sector in Victoria the Committee found that there are relatively high
rates of fatality and injury in the farming sector.

79

Victorian WorkCover Authority, viewed 2 March 2005,
<http://www.workcover.vic.gov.au/dir090/vwa/media.nsf/Site+Search/2021A126C6E41141CA256EF
A0020978B>.
80
Australian Bureau of Agricultural and Resource Economics, Australian farm surveys report 2003,
Australian Bureau of Agricultural and Resource Economics, Canberra, 2003.
81
State Coroner's Office, Farm-related fatalities in Victoria, State Coroner's Office, Melbourne, 2004,
p. 55.
82
State Coroner's Office, Farm-related fatalities in Victoria, State Coroner's Office, Melbourne, 2004,
p. 55.
83
A Page & L Fragar, 'Suicide in Australian farming, 1988-1997', Australian and New Zealand Journal
of Psychiatry, vol. 36, 2001.
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Chapter Three
Main causes of injury and fatality
Introduction
3.1

In this Chapter the main causes of injuries and fatalities on Victorian farms

and in the commercial fishing and forestry industries are considered. This chapter is
intended to provide an overview of some of the common causes of injury and fatality,
and provide further detail where other factors or demographic characteristics affect
the profile of injuries and deaths on Victorian farms (such as in the case of children on
farms, for example).

Farm injuries
3.2

Most data on the causes and types of farm injuries in Victoria group injuries

into broad categories. These can include information on such matters as the part of the
body injured, the object or event that caused the injury (such as a fall, or a horse, for
example), and/or the activity being undertaken when the event occurred.84 While
recent data on farm injuries in Victoria is not available there have been a few studies
conducted on this issue in the past decade. As a result, it is possible to obtain an
overview of the general causes of injury on Victorian farms. However, while available
information is relatively complete, it is not always possible to obtain more detailed
perspectives on the causes of injury on Victorian farms – information on specific
localities, or about specific types of farms (dairy, for example), is not always
available.
3.3

In 2002, a review of farm injuries and fatalities in Victoria by the Farm Injury

Regular Surveillance Tools project was conducted.85 This review found that among
adults requiring admission to hospital the most common identifiable causes of injuries
were falls, motorcycles, farm animals and agricultural and farm machinery (Table 14).

84

These categories are not always used consistently in studies of injury.
K Ashby & L Day, Farm injury regular surveillance tools (FIRST) annual report 2002, Monash
University Accident Research Centre, Melbourne, 2004.
85
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Table 14: Farm injuries requiring hospital admission among adults (15 years
and over), Victoria, 1993-94 to 2001-02.86
Injury cause
Falls
Motorcycles
(including ATVs)
Farm animal
Agricultural / farm
machinery
Motor vehicle
(occupant)
Animal being ridden
Other categories
Total

3.4

1993-94
145

1994-95
77

1995-96
81

1996-97
72

1997-98
81

2000-01
80

2001-02
77

Total
613

55
64

54
37

54
35

47
46

59
41

88
92

98
69

455
384

54

47

39

41

45

58

49

333

26
43
192
579

26
36
163
440

36
12
165
422

34
15
133
388

34
9
143
412

27
25
207
577

34
0
261
588

217
140
1264
3406

During the same period, this study found that among children the highest

identifiable causes of injuries leading to admission were motorcycles, falls, motor
vehicles (occupant) and agricultural and farm machinery (Table 15).
Table 15: Farm injuries requiring hospital admission among children (under 15
years), Victoria, 1993-94 to 2001-02.87
Injury cause
Motorcycles
(including ATVs)
Falls
Motor vehicle
(occupant)
Agricultural / farm
machinery
Pedal cycles
Animal being ridden
Farm animal
Other categories
Total

3.5

1993-94

1994-95

1995-96

1996-97

1997-98

2000-01

2001-02

Total

30
27

25
16

21
10

18
7

22
9

21
13

21
9

158
91

11

8

15

9

7

5

10

65

9
11
8
7
33
136

8
7
6
6
24
100

12
5
8
4
21
96

7
9
3
3
25
81

5
4
8
7
27
89

5
0
5
3
27
79

2
6
0
4
18
70

48
42
38
34
175
651

Information about the number of people who attended hospital emergency

departments, excluding those people who were subsequently admitted to hospital (and
therefore included in the statistics above), show a slightly different profile of causes
for farm related injury. Although the data is relatively unspecific, it does show that
being struck by or collisions with objects or persons, horse-related incidents, and
incidents with cutting and piercing objects are the causes of a high proportion of less

86

K Ashby & L Day, Farm injury regular surveillance tools (FIRST) annual report 2002, Monash
University Accident Research Centre, Melbourne, 2004, p. 3. Changes in coding meant that data from
1998-2000 was not included. No incidents for animals being ridden were recorded in 2001-02.
87
K Ashby & L Day, Farm injury regular surveillance tools (FIRST) annual report 2002, Monash
University Accident Research Centre, Melbourne, 2004, p. 3.
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serious injuries on Victorian farms (Table 16). Falls, motorcycles and farm animals
also account for a large number of less serious farm injuries among adults, but it
appears that while farm machinery accounts for a significant proportion of serious
injuries on farms, it is less significant as a cause of other farm injuries.
Table 16: Emergency department presentations (excluding admissions) for
adults (15 years and older), farm related injuries, Victoria 1998-2002.88
Injury cause
Struck by / collision with object or
person
Horse related
Cutting / piercing object
Falls
Motorcycles (including ATVs)
Animal (excluding horse)
Machinery
Transport
Burns
Firearms
Other categories
Total

3.6

1998

1999

2000

2001

2002

172
176
126
131
107
101
22
36
18
1
93
983

196
148
132
134
131
122
53
29
11
2
113
1071

194
172
174
165
171
163
46
32
21
0
144
1282

186
193
161
184
197
151
54
29
32
4
153
1344

151
196
215
194
184
151
49
48
27
6
165
1386

Total
899
885
808
808
790
688
224
174
109
13
668
6066

A main point of difference between children who attended hospital emergency

departments and were not subsequently admitted to hospital (Table 17) from those
who were admitted to hospital (Table 15) was the proportion of injuries sustained
while riding horses. These injuries accounted for a large proportion of children’s
injuries that did not require admission to hospital. Injuries caused by motorcycles and
falls accounted for a large proportion of all farm related injuries seen at hospitals in
Victoria, both in emergency departments and in hospital admissions (Tables 1-4).

88

K Ashby & L Day, Farm injury regular surveillance tools (FIRST) annual report 2002, Monash
University Accident Research Centre, Melbourne, 2004, p. 4.
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Table 17: Emergency department presentations (excluding admissions) for
children (under 15 years), farm related injuries, Victoria 1998-2002.89
Injury cause
Motorcycles (including ATVs)
Horse related
Falls
Cutting / piercing object
Struck by / collision with object or
person
Animal (excluding horse)
Transport
Burns
Other categories
Total

3.7

1998
46
62
26
16

1999
61
50
29
19

2000
62
62
53
24

2001
68
55
41
22

2002
70
71
57
18

Total
307
300
206
99

6
13
7
10
5
191

16
14
14
7
9
219

29
14
16
6
10
276

24
9
18
6
14
257

23
19
12
8
5
283

98
69
67
37
43
1226

A smaller scale study on farm injuries and illnesses in the Murray Plains

region in 1999-2000 showed that motorcycles (both two and four wheeled) accounted
for a large proportion of injuries sustained on farms by people aged between 0 and 29
years, and people aged more than 70 years.90 Farm machinery (including tractors)
accounted for a large proportion of all injuries sustained by all adults aged 15 years
and over. This study also highlighted some differences in the causes of injuries
according to agricultural industry. In dairy farms, incidents involving cattle caused
one quarter of all injuries, with around 16.6 per cent of injuries associated with tractor
use, and two and four wheeled motorcycles accounted for 19.5 per cent of all
injuries.91 Within grain and cropping farms, machinery injuries accounted for more
than 40 per cent of injuries, with motorcycles and falls associated with 17.8 per cent
and 11 per cent of injuries respectively.92 Cattle related incidents contributed to 28.5
per cent of beef farm injuries, with motorcycle injuries also accounting for 28.5 per
cent of all injuries, and horse related injuries contributing to 14.2 per cent of injuries.93
3.8

In central Queensland, the agents of injuries on beef farms were similar, with

horse-related incidents accounting for around 15 per cent of injuries, and cattle
accounting for nine per cent of injuries.94 Finally, on sheep farms during 1999-2000 in

89

K Ashby & L Day, Farm injury regular surveillance tools (FIRST) annual report 2002, Monash
University Accident Research Centre, Melbourne, 2004, p. 4.
90
F Lloyd, Danger on our farms, Murray Plains Division of General Practice, Cohuna, 2001, pp. 10,6.
91
F Lloyd, Danger on our farms, Murray Plains Division of General Practice, Cohuna, 2001, p. 17.
92
F Lloyd, Danger on our farms, Murray Plains Division of General Practice, Cohuna, 2001, p. 18.
93
F Lloyd, Danger on our farms, Murray Plains Division of General Practice, Cohuna, 2001, p. 19.
94
R Franklin, A Chater, L Fragar & K Ferguson, Rural injury in Central Queensland, National Farm
Injury Data Centre, Moree, 1999, p. 36.
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the Murray Plains region, motorcycles accounted for one fifth of all injuries. Objects
causing piercing or cutting injuries – principally shearing related – also accounted for
more than 17 per cent of injuries.95 The Murray Plains region study also found that of
all farm injuries that resulted in the injured person attending a general practice,
community health centre or hospital, approximately one in ten required hospital
admission, and around two in five resulted in the affected person visiting a General
Practitioner more than once.96
3.9

Other studies have also been conducted throughout Australia on the causes of

farm-related injury. In central Queensland, a study involving rural doctors’ surgeries
found that 30 per cent of farm-related injuries were associated with animals (57%
horse-related and 20% cattle-related), and that 18 per cent of farm injuries were
transport-related.97 Another study in central Queensland found that the agent of farmrelated injuries was an animal in 22.7 per cent of cases, with farm vehicles, hand
equipment, and farm structures each accounting for around one tenth of farm
injuries.98
3.10

In New South Wales, a study of information collected from a base hospital

identified horses and motorcycles as common agents of farm-related injury.99 Another
study involving a phone survey throughout three shires in New South Wales found
that manual handling injuries accounted for twelve per cent of reported injuries, with
eye injuries reported in ten per cent of cases.100 Around one quarter of manual
handling injuries, and three quarters of eye injuries occurred in farm workshops.101
Motorcycle, sheep and cattle-related injuries accounted for between eight and nine per

95

F Lloyd, Danger on our farms, Murray Plains Division of General Practice, Cohuna, 2001, p. 20.
F Lloyd, Danger on our farms, Murray Plains Division of General Practice, Cohuna, 2001, p. 37.
97
K Harper, Epidemiology of injuries in Central Queensland: rural injury surveillance, Central Public
Health Unit, Rockhampton, 1997.
98
R Franklin, A Chater, L Fragar & K Ferguson, Rural injury in Central Queensland, National Farm
Injury Data Centre, Moree, 1999, p. 32.
99
L Fragar & R Franklin, The health and safety of Australian's farming community, ACAHS &
RIRDC, Moree, 2000, p. 37.
100
J Low & G Griffith, 'The cost of Australian farm injuries', Review of Marketing and Agricultural
Economics, vol. 64, no. 3, 1996, p. 294.
101
J Low & G Griffith, 'The cost of Australian farm injuries', Review of Marketing and Agricultural
Economics, vol. 64, no. 3, 1996, p. 294.
96
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cent of injuries respectively, with horses and tractor use accounting for between five
and six per cent of injuries respectively.102
3.11

Similar statistics have also been reported from overseas studies of farm

injuries. In New Zealand, non-fatal farm injuries involved animals in 30 per cent of
cases, with motor vehicles accounting for 20 per cent of these injuries, and
agricultural machinery involved in 14 per cent of injuries.103 Of accidents involving
animals, 87 per cent were horse related, and of accidents involving motor vehicles, 73
per cent were connected with the use of motor cycles, including three and fourwheeled bikes.104 The New Zealand study also reported some differences by sex for
children injured on farms, with the main causes of injuries for boys motor vehicle
crashes (27%), animals being ridden (15%), falls (14%) and machinery-related (14%);
and for girls, animals being ridden (53%), other animal injuries (10%), falls (10%),
and motor vehicle crashes (9%).105 Overall, this study found that 23 per cent of serious
injuries to children were caused by horses, and another 23 per cent of serious injuries
related to the use of motor cycles (including three and four wheeled motor cycles).106

Farm fatalities
3.12

Recent data on farm fatalities in Victoria was provided to the Committee by

the Victorian State Coroner. In Chapter Two the Committee noted the criteria used by
the Coroner to categorise deaths as ‘farm-related’ were broad, as they included all
people who died suddenly or unexpectedly on farms, as well as farmers and retired
farmers who did not die on their farms.107
3.13

Between 1 July 2000 and 30 June 2003 251 deaths were identified according

to these criteria. Of these deaths 100 were found to be a result of natural causes, and

102

J Low & G Griffith, 'The cost of Australian farm injuries', Review of Marketing and Agricultural
Economics, vol. 64, no. 3, 1996, p. 294.
103
P Barnett, R Houghton & A Broad, 'Implementing a community initiative for the prevention of
injury on farms in New Zealand', Australian Journal of Rural Health, vol. 4, no. 4, 1996, p. 227.
104
P Barnett, R Houghton & A Broad, 'Implementing a community initiative for the prevention of
injury on farms in New Zealand', Australian Journal of Rural Health, vol. 4, no. 4, 1996, p. 227.
105
P Barnett, R Houghton & A Broad, 'Implementing a community initiative for the prevention of
injury on farms in New Zealand', Australian Journal of Rural Health, vol. 4, no. 4, 1996, p. 227.
106
P Barnett, R Houghton & A Broad, 'Implementing a community initiative for the prevention of
injury on farms in New Zealand', Australian Journal of Rural Health, vol. 4, no. 4, 1996, p. 227.
107
State Coroner's Office, Farm-related fatalities in Victoria, State Coroner's Office, Melbourne, 2004.
See also page 35.
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147 deaths were found to be due to external causes. In four cases the Coroner was
unable to determine the cause of death.
3.14

Of all farm-related deaths found to be due to external causes, 87 resulted from

unintentional injury, 57 resulted from self-inflicted injuries, two from interpersonal
violence, and one from unknown intent.
Table 18: Farm-related fatalities by cause, Victoria July 2000 – June 2003
(n=251)108
Natural
causes

#
100

3.15

%
39.8%

External causes

Unintentional
#
%
87
34.7%

Intentional selfharm
#
%
57
22.7%

Interpersonal
violence
#
%
2
0.8%

Unknown
causes
Unknown
intent
#
%
1
0.4%

#
4

Of the 87 farm deaths due to external, unintentional causes, 42 were

determined by the State Coroner’s Office to be work-related. In addition, 26 deaths
were transport related (with the transport not related to work activities), and the 19
remaining deaths were due to other unintentional injuries.

Natural cause deaths
3.16

These deaths include those where the Coroner has conducted an investigation

and found that the death resulted from natural causes. Not all deaths are reported to
the State Coroner, however, as deaths are not reported in cases where the death is
‘expected’ and certified by the deceased’s treating doctor.109 For this reason, statistics
on the number of natural cause deaths that occur on farms, or that occur among
farmers, are not complete. According to the Victorian State Coroner, during the period
July 2000 to June 2003, 79 persons died of natural causes while on a farm or in a
farm-house.110 Of all farm-related deaths due to natural causes, 76 per cent were found
to be a result of cardio-vascular disease. Cardio-vascular disease was the leading
cause of deaths among all Australians in 2000, accounting for 39 per cent of all

108

Source: State Coroner's Office, Farm-related fatalities in Victoria, State Coroner's Office,
Melbourne, 2004, p. 16.
109
State Coroner's Office, Farm-related fatalities in Victoria, State Coroner's Office, Melbourne, 2004,
p. 17.
110
Source: State Coroner's Office, Farm-related fatalities in Victoria, State Coroner's Office,
Melbourne, 2004, p. 17.
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deaths.111 As the Coroner is required to investigate all sudden or unexpected deaths, it
is expected that natural deaths due to conditions such as cardio-vascular disease
would be highly represented in Coroner’s statistics.112

Non-work, transport related deaths
3.17

Included in the statistics provided by the State Coroner’s Office are what the

Coroner refers to as transport-related deaths, describing cases where a vehicle had
been involved in an incident and was subsequently found on a farm property.113 In
addition to incidents where the deceased was found on a farm property, nineteen
persons who were farmers or farm workers died in transport-related, off-farm
incidents during this period. Most of these farmers or farm workers were males (n=17,
90%). While the Committee recognises that deaths associated with road use are an
important issue, the terms of reference for this inquiry are limited, and call on the
Committee to focus particularly on deaths that occur on farms. Moreover, while some
transport-related deaths have ‘farm’ recorded for location, the Committee does not
regard all such incidents to be specifically farm-related. These deaths are more
properly considered in the context of studies on road safety and will not be considered
further in this report.

Causes of fatal injury, work related deaths
3.18

Information provided to the Committee by the Victorian State Coroner’s

Office showed that of 25 farmers who died on their farms while working, three died
as a result of incidents with machinery and fixed plant and 19 died due to incidents
involving mobile plant and other transport (see Table 19). The three remaining farm
fatalities were associated with the use of powered equipment and tools, materials and
substances, and animals respectively. Four farm deaths involved people who were not

111

Australian Bureau of Statistics, Mortality atlas Australia, 1997-2000, no. 3318.0, 2002.
State Coroner's Office, Farm-related fatalities in Victoria, State Coroner's Office, Melbourne, 2004,
p. 18.
113
For example, the following illustrates such a case: “Deceased was a disqualified driver and did not
have a motor car, he asked for a loan of his friends [sic] car who had just visited him to get alcohol
from the local hotel. Drivers on the road noticed skid marks off into a farm paddock and could see a car
in the paddock…. Deceased was not wearing his seatbelt and he was ejected from the vehicle into the
paddock.” State Coroner's Office, Farm-related fatalities in Victoria, State Coroner's Office,
Melbourne, 2004, p. 34.
112
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farmers, but who were conducting work on a farm when they died. Six deaths were of
farmers conducting work-related activities (typically transport, going to and from
work, and/or between properties) but who were not actually on their farm property
when they died. Finally, six people who died on farms between July 2000 and June
2003 were non-workers who were killed as a result of work practices or events. The
majority of incidents involving these people were associated with mobile plant and
transport (three deaths). One of these deaths was associated with machinery and fixed
plant, and materials and substances were associated with two more deaths of nonworkers killed as a result of work practices or events.
Table 19: Work-related fatalities by agent, work status and location,
Victoria July 2000 – June 2003.114
Agent

Farmer
on farm

Bystandera
on farm

Farmer
other
location
5

Other
worker
on farm
3

Other
person
on farm
1

Total

Machinery and fixed plant
3
1
Mobile plant and transport
19
3
Powered equipment, tools
and appliances
1
Unpowered tools,
appliances
Chemicals
Materials and substances
1
2
1
Environmental agencies
Animal, human and
biological factors
1
Other
1
Total
25
6
6
4
1
a
“Bystander”: person not engaged in work, but killed as a result of a work practice or event.

3.19

4
31
1
4
1
1
42

A study on farm related fatalities in Australia found that in the four year

period between 1989 and 1992 in Victoria, 120 people died in work-related incidents
on Victorian farms, or while performing farm work away from the farm.115 Fifty-five
(46%) of these deaths were of farm workers, 48 (40%) involved non-workers killed as
a result of work practices or events, and 17 (14%) involved other people working on

114

Source: State Coroner's Office, Farm-related fatalities in Victoria, State Coroner's Office,
Melbourne, 2004, p. 27.
115
R Franklin, R Mitchell, T Driscoll & L Fragar, Farm-related fatalities in Australia, 1989-1992,
ACAHS, NOHSC & RIRDC, Moree, 2000.
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farms. Between 1989 and 1992, mobile plant and transport related incidents accounted
for the majority of all fatalities occurring among farmers at work.116
3.20

In Victoria between July 2000 and June 2003, around three-quarters of all

work-related farm fatalities involved mobile plant and transport, 17 of which involved
tractors, with eight run-over and four roll over deaths. Of the four deaths due to
injuries sustained during tractor roll over, none of the tractors had roll over protection
structures (ROPs) fitted. Six fatalities occurred while the deceased was riding an all
terrain vehicle (ATV), while four fatalities involved large four wheeled vehicles
(trucks and front-end loaders), and one death involved a bulldozer.

Causes of fatal injury, non-work related deaths
3.21

Of the deaths that occurred on farms in Victoria between July 2000 and June

2003, 19 were neither transport nor work-related. Seven of these deaths involved
children, and are considered later in this chapter. Of the remaining twelve deaths,
three involved farmers who were not on their farms when they died (two died during
recreational boating, and one died at a restaurant). Three people died from residential
fires on farms, with deaths of the other six people caused by falls, exposure, bite and
electrocution.
Table 20: External cause unintentional deaths of adults on farms and farmers
off-farm by occupation and sex, Victoria July 2000 - June 2003.117
Occupation
Farmer
Other person on farm
Other person on farm
Other person on farm
Other person on farm
Farmer
Farmer
Other person on farm
Other person on farm
Farmer
Farmer
Farmer

116

Sex
Female
Male
Male
Male
Female
Male
Male
Male
Male
Male
Female
Male

Cause of death
Bite
Electrocution
Exposure
Exposure
Fall
Medical complications following a fall
Residential fire
Residential fire
Residential fire
Drowning
Drowning
Choking

R Franklin, R Mitchell, T Driscoll & L Fragar, Farm-related fatalities in Australia, 1989-1992,
ACAHS, NOHSC & RIRDC, Moree, 2000, p. 141.
117
Source: State Coroner's Office, Farm-related fatalities in Victoria, State Coroner's Office,
Melbourne, 2004, p. 36.
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Causes of fatal injury, children
3.22

Twenty-one children aged between 0 and 17 years died on Victorian farms

between July 2000 and June 2003. Three of these deaths were due to intentional selfharm (i.e. suicide). Six deaths were attributed to drowning in dams, reservoirs and
irrigation channels, with all of these deaths involving children aged between zero and
four years. Nine deaths of children occurred in connection with the operation of
mobile plant and transport. Within this group, two deaths were tractor-related, three
occurred in connection with the use of All Terrain Vehicles (ATVs), two were
associated with motorcycle use, and the remaining incidents involved cars.

Intentional self-harm deaths (suicide)
3.23

The study by the State Coroner suggested that a significant proportion of

unexpected deaths among farmers and on Victorian farms result from suicide. During
July 2000 to June 2003, 40 farmers, 13 farm residents, and four ‘other persons’ died
by intentional self-harm on Victorian farms. Most suicides were by firearm, with
hanging and carbon dioxide poisoning employed in most other suicides. Around ten
per cent of suicides were by women, with almost half of the people who committed
suicide aged 50 years and older. A further 23 per cent of people who committed
suicide were aged between 10 and 19 years.
Table 21: Intentional self-harm deaths by age and method, Victorian farmsrelated fatalities, July 2000 – June 2003.118
Age

Hanging

0-9
10-19
20-29
30-39
40-49
50-59
60-69
70-79
80+
Total
34%

2
7
1
1
2
3
1
17
30%

CO2
poisoning
4
2
5
1
1
1
14
25%

Firearm

Laceration

Other

1
2
4
4
4
2
1
4
22
39%

2
1
3
5%

1
1
2%

118

Source: State Coroner's Office, Farm-related fatalities in Victoria, State Coroner's Office,
Melbourne, 2004, p. 49.
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3.24

The method used for farm-related suicides, and the age and sex distribution of

suicides, are generally consistent with an earlier study on farm suicide conducted
across Australia based on data from 1988-1997.119 This study found during an
examination of 921 suicides on farms that 93.7 per cent of farms suicides were males,
that suicides among farm managers were predominantly in the 55 years and older age
group, and that firearms were the most common method of suicide, with 51 per cent
of suicides among farmers conducted with firearms, compared with 23 per cent across
the wider Australian population.120

Other studies of deaths on farms
3.25

A major study of all deaths that occurred on farms throughout Australia was

conducted for the period 1989-1992.121 This study collected a range of information on
the rates and causes of deaths on farms, categorising most of this data according to the
work status of the person who died (as working, a bystander, or “other person on
farm”). It found that of all deaths of working persons on farms, 21.4 per cent were
related to use of a farm vehicle (excluding aircraft),122 26 per cent were related to use
of mobile farm machinery and plant, and twelve per cent were associated with farm
structures (principally powerlines, embankments and windmills).123 Five per cent of
all fatalities of workers on farms were associated with the use of motorcycles
(including 2, 3 and 4-wheeled motorcycles), and 18 per cent were associated with the
use of tractors.124 A little more than four per cent of worker deaths occurred during the
felling of trees.125
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3.26

Among people categorised as ‘bystanders’, or people not engaged in work but

killed as a result of a work practice or event (principally children), most deaths were
associated with farm vehicles (30.2%), mobile farm machinery and plant (16.9%), and
farm structures (42.3%).126 Of the latter, ‘dams’ were most frequently associated with
the death of these people, with 31% of all deaths related to dams.127 A large proportion
of ‘bystander’ deaths were associated with recreation or play, with 79 per cent of all
these deaths occurring while the person was playing or undertaking recreation.
Nineteen per cent of all ‘bystander’ deaths occurred in the context of ‘transport for
recreation’, and 60 per cent of all these deaths occurring in the context of ‘recreation
or playing’.128
3.27

Of all people killed while conducting work on farms, 26 per cent were

undertaking transport for work purposes, 14 per cent were working with animals, 13
per cent were working with crops, and 12 per cent were conducting ‘maintenance’.129
‘Felling trees or clearing land’ was associated with eight per cent of deaths to workers
on farms, and a further eight per cent of deaths were associated with ‘moving goods’.
Finding 4:

The causes of injury in the agricultural sector vary

according to age group and agricultural industry sector. Across Victoria
the major causes of non-fatal farm injury among adults are related to
falls, motorcycles and all terrain vehicles, farm animals, riding horses
and agricultural machinery. The major causes of non-fatal farm injury
among children are motorcycles and all terrain vehicles, falls, and riding
horses.
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Finding 5:

The major causes of work-related fatal injury among adults

on Victorian farms are related to the use of mobile plant and transport,
predominantly tractors. The major cause of fatal injury among children
aged four years and less on Victoria farms is drowning, and the major
causes of fatal injury among children aged five years and older are
associated with accidents during the use of mobile plant and transport,
including motorcycles, ATVs and tractors.
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Chapter Four
The cost of death and injury on farms
The cost of farm injuries and deaths
…there is an impact on farm operations, particularly if it is the key person who is
operating the farm who is injured. There is the impact of the increased workload for
family members and also community members who often come to help out at times like
this. There is the loss of property, loss of employment, loss of financial support, and loss
of lifestyle. This is at the very extreme end, but these may well apply even in cases where
people are not killed and where people have an ongoing disability, for example. There
can be guilt and self blame amongst the family, there can be family breakdowns, and an
impact on the community from the loss of active and productive members.130

4.1

The cost of farm injuries and deaths can be looked at in a number of ways.

While the cost of farm injuries and deaths is often measured in terms of the financial
burden borne by health services and workers’ compensation schemes following a farm
incident, the Committee recognises that there are other, equally significant costs
associated with farm deaths and injuries. These include the ongoing costs associated
with the diminished capacity for work of persons who have sustained chronic injuries
or impairments from farm injury. Another, more substantial cost is the burden
associated with the loss of work capacity due to a death on a farm. Perhaps more
important, however, are the emotional and lifestyle costs borne by the people who are
injured on farms. In the case of injuries, and particularly where a farm death has
occurred, families and communities can also experience considerable shock and loss.
People who live and work on farms where an accident has occurred are particularly
affected.

Financial estimates of farm injury and fatality cost
4.2

While financial estimates of cost do not capture the full impact of injuries and

fatalities to those people who suffer injuries or their families and communities, these
estimates do provide a means to assess the relative burden of farm-related injury and
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death.131 One source of information on the cost of injury and fatalities is the statistics
produced by Australia’s various workers’ insurance and compensation bodies. The
Committee has noted in previous chapters that estimates derived from these sources
only account for a limited proportion of farm injuries and deaths, due to the relatively
low proportion of farming enterprises that are registered with the various state
workers’ compensation bodies. The Victorian WorkCover Authority estimates that
only around 15 per cent of agricultural injuries and disease result in a WorkCover
claim.132 Between 1993-94 and 2002-03, the number of claims to WorkCover from the
agriculture industry was relatively stable, with between 746 and 847 claims made
each year during that period. The majority of these claims were in the agriculture
(farming) sub-sector.133
4.3

Within Victoria, the cost of workers’ compensation payments in the

agriculture industry ranged between $17.6 million and $39.0 million in the period
1993-94 to 2002-03. Since 1996-97, the average annual cost of workers’
compensation claims has been $33.46 million. The majority of claims payments in
Victoria have been made within the agriculture sub-sector, which in part reflects the
proportions of workers employed in each industry (Table 22).
Table 22: Victorian workers’ compensation payments, agriculture industry,
1993-94 to 2002-03 ($ million).134
Year
1993-94
1994-95
1995-96
1996-97
1997-98
1998-99
1999-00
2000-01
2001-02
2002-03
Total

131

Agriculture
12.316
13.432
14.621
20.498
21.764
24.403
28.246
26.865
24.075
24.476
210.695

Services to
agriculture
1.844
1.848
2.398
2.473
2.612
2.668
4.573
3.536
2.914
3.572
28.439

Forestry,
logging
2.177
2.474
3.067
4.122
4.525
4.774
4.493
5.115
2.529
3.122
36.399

Fishing,
hunting
1.306
0.896
0.985
1.723
1.588
2.150
1.727
1.737
1.804
2.225
16.140

Total
17.643
18.649
21.070
28.816
30.489
33.996
39.039
37.253
31.323
33.395
291.673

Other measures of cost, such as Years of Life Lost (YLL), have not been reported for farm-related
issues, and so are not discussed in this chapter.
132
Victorian WorkCover Authority, Submission, no. 48, 29 March 2004, p. 8.
133
Victorian WorkCover Authority, Submission, no. 48, 29 March 2004.
134
Victorian WorkCover Authority, Submission, no. 48, 29 March 2004, p. 14. Standard workers’
compensation claims only – i.e claims for periods exceeding 10 days or claims exceeding the monetary
excess for medical and like claims.
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Government and non-government organisations
4.4

Various studies have been conducted to estimate total cost (or economic loss)

due to farm injury across Australia. These estimates have been very general, and
provide very little indication of what the real costs associated with farm injury may
be. Due to the poor quality of available data, including information about the actual
incidence and cost of injuries throughout the farming sector, estimates of these costs
are typically very broad. For example, one study focusing on preventing farm injuries
reported that farm injuries cost between $200 million and $300 million per year.135
Another study, using national workers’ compensation data, estimated the cost of farm
injury in Australia to lie between $0.5 billion and $1.29 billion per year, with the
average cost per farm injury at $6,920 compared to an all-industry cost of $5,635 per
injury.136
4.5

In 1997, a Victorian study was conducted that provided estimates of the total

cost of all injuries (including injuries causing death) to government and nongovernment organisations for the 1993-94 financial year. This study found that the
total cost of all injuries that occurred on farms was $31.542 million in 1993-94, with
the lifetime cost of farm fatalities costed at $7.1 million, the cost of farm injuries
leading to hospitalisation $19.4 million, and non-hospitalised injuries worth $5.0
million.137 These estimates were regarded by the authors as conservative, as they did
not account for additional costs associated with services provided by family and
friends, the costs of long-term treatment, the cost of pain and suffering, and so on. The
cost due to lost work of non-hospitalised injury, for example, was calculated at one
day – however, if the Queensland study noted below (page 59) is any indication of the
true impact of non-serious injury, the actual average time of reduced work capacity by
injured farm workers may be significantly greater than this. Furthermore, the
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RIRDC, Moree, 2000, p. 30.
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estimates were based on existing injury surveillance methods, and so likely
underestimate the true incidence of farm-related injury.138

Financial cost of injury to farm enterprises
4.6

One of the most complete studies on the cost of farm injury in Australia was

conducted in New South Wales between 1992 and 1993, during which time people
from 919 farm properties in three shires were interviewed, with 425 injuries
reported.139 One of the aims of the study was to obtain a reasonable estimation of the
costs of injuries to farm enterprises, and toward this end participants were asked
questions about direct medical costs, costs of transport to medical services, direct
losses to farm production, damage to plant and equipment, and cost of extra farm
labour incurred as a result of injury.140 Where respondents were unable to answer these
questions, estimates were made based on their descriptions of procedures, length of
stay in hospital, and other such indicators.141
4.7

For the purposes of the study, reported injuries were divided into two

categories: injuries and serious injuries. An ‘injury’ was defined as any injury from
farm work that resulted in either; the suspension of usual activities for one day or
more; or restricted ability to conduct usual activities for five days or more; or where
professional medical care was sought.142 A ‘serious injury’ was defined as an injury
where five days or more were taken off work.143 The study found that over the course
of one year, 22.6 per cent of farm properties had one worker that sustained a workrelated injury, and 8.3 per cent of farm properties had one worker that sustained a
serious injury as a result of work activities. Overall, investigators found that the
average cost across all farms was $977 per injury, with each non-serious injury
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costing $281 on average, and each serious injury costing an average of $2,489 (Table
23).144
Table 23: Average cost by category for farm-related injuries, New South Wales
1992-93.145
Cost category
Transport
Medical
Extra labour
Damage to plant
Production losses
Average total cost

4.8

Average nonserious injury
$ 75.00
$ 136.00
$ 27.00
$ 14.00
$ 28.00
$ 281.00

Average
serious injury
$ 312.00
$ 1,281.00
$ 392.00
$ 94.00
$ 411.00
$ 2,489.00

Average all
injuries
$ 150.00
$ 497.00
$ 142.00
$ 39.00
$ 149.00
$ 977.00

Within each of the cost categories listed in Table 23, there was a tendency for

a proportion of injury costs to be very high, but with a greater proportion at the lower
end of the scale. Consequently, the median cost within each category was typically
less than the average cost within each category. For example, the average medical cost
of all farm injuries was $497 in this study, but the median value of medical costs was
$75. This suggests that for many injuries no medical cost was incurred, or that these
costs included just one visit to a GP. A similar pattern was seen across all of the cost
categories.
4.9

Costs for extra labour were only reported in nine per cent of injury cases. In 38

per cent of reported injuries, no one performed the injured person’s work on the farm
while they were unable to work (that is, the work waited). In 15.5 per cent of injury
cases family and friends took up the slack by performing extra work, and in 17 per
cent of cases, other staff performed extra work to accommodate the injured person.146
The average number of days taken off work as a result of injury was 8.4, with a
median of one day off work. Thirty-four per cent of people did not take any days off
work in response to their injury. However, respondents indicated that when they
returned to work they were not able to work at full capacity for some time. On
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average, respondents reported that they worked at restricted capacity for just over 15
days.147
4.10

This study also identified differences in the costs associated with different

causes of farm injury, and differences between the average cost of injuries that
occurred on cultivated paddocks when compared with pasture paddocks. Tractor,
motorcycle and horse related injuries were, on average, far more expensive than
manual handling and eye injuries, although the latter were more common (Table 24).
Table 24: Costs of selected injury groups, New South Wales, 1992-93.148
% all injuries
12.0
10.1
8.7
8.7
8.0
5.9
5.4

4.11

Group
Manual handling
Eyes
Motorcycle and ATV related
Sheep related
Cattle related
Tractor related
Horse related

Average cost
$ 365
$ 274
$ 1247
$ 990
$ 980
$ 1032
$ 1338

A study was also conducted in Queensland during 1994-95 using categories

that enabled it to be compared with the New South Wales study described above.
However, this study also provided a dollar estimate of the cost of time lost to work
through injury, at an hourly rate of nine dollars.149 The Queensland study found that
the average annual cost of injury and illness was $74,682 per 100 farms. It also found
that the cost of each injury varied according to the agricultural industry in which it
occurred. Sheep farming, using the methodology employed in the study, emerged as
the industry with the highest cost per episode of injury.150

147

J Low & G Griffith, 'The cost of Australian farm injuries', Review of Marketing and Agricultural
Economics, vol. 64, no. 3, 1996, p. 296.
148
Source: J Low & G Griffith, 'The cost of Australian farm injuries', Review of Marketing and
Agricultural Economics, vol. 64, no. 3, 1996, p. 297.
149
K.H Ferguson, Survey of farm work injury and operational procedure on farms in Queensland to
assist intervention planning by Farm Safety Action Groups and industry, Division of Workplace Health
and Safety, Department of Training and Industrial Relations, Brisbane, 1996.
150
K.H Ferguson, Survey of farm work injury and operational procedure on farms in Queensland to
assist intervention planning by Farm Safety Action Groups and industry, Division of Workplace Health
and Safety, Department of Training and Industrial Relations, Brisbane, 1996.

60

Chapter Four – the cost of death and injury on farms

Table 25: Average cost of injury by industry, Queensland, 1994-95.151
Industry
Sheep
Meat cattle
Dairy cattle
Pigs
Horses / mixed grazing
Orchard / small crops
Cereal / cotton
Sugarcane

Average cost of
injury
$ 7321
$ 2452
$ 2212
$ 1672
$ 6957
$ 2314
$ 1841
$ 1117

The personal and social impact of farm injury and fatality
Every injury or death results in WorkCover or social security costs. The cause of any
accidental death has to be investigated by the coroner. So you have immediate expense
there. The family needs financial support. When a farm is sold following a death or an
injury, often a neighbour will buy it out. The family moves out and the community is the
poorer. Families do not get over grief; they just adapt to new life circumstances.
Communities suffer emotional trauma when a member is killed or badly injured.
Sometimes the neighbours will rally around and assist in putting in or taking off a crop.
This sort of assistance is only sustainable in the short term.152
The injury or death of a family member or employee has a lasting effect on their
emotions and also their bank balance.153

4.12

Not all of the repercussions of injuries and deaths that occur on farms are

reducible to statistics or dollar amounts. In 1994 women whose husbands and partners
had been injured on farms in the Southern Riverina and North East Victoria were
interviewed as part of a research project on the effect of farm injury on women. This
research found that in many cases these women continued farm activities while their
husbands were recovering. Many of them experienced considerable stress, frustration,
tiredness and worry as a consequence. Most also reported that other family members,
friends and local communities provided help until the women’s husbands recovered.
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In some cases, the women’s careers or businesses were put on hold, or folded, as a
consequence of the demands of caring for their husbands and properties.154
4.13

A number of submissions received by the Committee also noted that the wider

community would often help a farming family that had suffered an injury or death.155
However, some were also of the opinion that this kind of support was not offered
indefinitely, so that in cases of severe injury or death the farm family would
eventually have to find their own means to cope with the loss of capacity for work.156
4.14

The process of recovery and rehabilitation from injury can have costs that are

not easily captured by quantitative data. The fact that many people who are injured on
farms often live some distance from major rural centres, and even from their
immediate neighbours, can contribute to feelings of isolation as they recover.157 In
some cases of severe injury, the person may find that they are unable to return to farm
work, so that another hidden cost may be the time and expense required to retrain for
employment in alternate industries, or for different tasks within the agricultural
industry.

Deaths on farms
Losing her father to a tractor accident was very traumatic for [my daughter], but it has
put me under extreme stress and concern because I care about all his mates. He had four
really great mates, and they have all suffered just as much but in a different way to me.158

4.15

The effects of a death on a farm are traumatic. The Committee was told by a

number of witnesses that a farm death affects entire communities. This is particularly
so as rural communities are small so that most people know one another, and because
the loss of a community member is often felt in a number of forums – the local
football club, schools, shops, and so on. When the person who dies is a farm owner or
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manager, families often have to considerably alter their lifestyles to keep working the
farm, or consider leaving farming altogether.
My husband died when the children were 5, 6, 7 and 9 years old. Before that I had been a
wife looking after my children in the house and on the farm. Certainly from a very young
age the children were all involved in all of the jobs that go with being a support to the
farmer…. At that age it was hard to discuss with the children the probability that the
business would have to be sold if we could not pull together, so each of them was
encouraged to take on roles that I believed at the time were appropriate for the age and
the knowledge of the child. It meant that they grew up probably a bit quicker than other
children.159

4.16

The effects of a death on a farm are compounded by the fact that the family

farm is often also the family home. A report prepared by the Urban Ministry Network
on issues surrounding workplace deaths noted that when a death occurred on a farm,
the relatives of the deceased person were constantly reminded of the event, and
sometimes found it difficult to continue working effectively.160
Finding 6:

The cost of injuries and fatalities that occur on Victorian

farms is broader than the financial cost of recovery and lost production.
Farm deaths and injuries often place additional burdens on families and
friends, such as increased care and work commitments. Deaths and
injuries within farming communities can impact on the mental and social
well being of families, peers, and wider social networks.

159
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Chapter Five
Impediments to improving health and safety on farms.
Introduction
5.1

The purpose of this chapter is to report comments made by a number of

witnesses to the Committee on what they perceived to be the main impediments to
securing improvements to farm safety. This information is supplemented by
information obtained from studies on observed challenges to efforts to reduce farm
injury and deaths on farms.
5.2

In the terms of reference for this inquiry the Committee was required to

investigate any impediments to sustaining improvements in farm safety. During the
course of its investigations the Committee was told of a number of challenges to the
successful implementation of practices and programs to reduce the incidence of injury
and fatality on Victorian farms. While the Committee recognises that the unique
characteristics of farms do present some special challenges to improved safety within
the industry, it also heard that significant progress had already been made to improve
the health of farmers, farm workers, and farm families. While some of the barriers to
improved farm safety are certainly worthy of consideration when developing
initiatives and programs, it is also noteworthy that many (and perhaps even most)
people working on farms are already taking significant action to improve health and
safety. The Committee heard on a number of occasions that there are substantial
efforts being made within the industry toward this end.
5.3

Some of the main barriers to improved farm safety were identified in

submissions made to the Committee, during the course of public hearings, and
through a review of available literature. The Committee recognises that many of the
‘impediments’ identified here present broad generalisations of the industry, which are
not applicable to all of the people and enterprises that work within it. Indeed, the
number of witnesses that made presentations to the Committee describing their
achievements in promoting safer practice on farms was very encouraging.
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Factors affecting sustainable farm safety practice
5.4

Many considerations can be taken into account when looking at how safety on

Victorian farms might be improved. Some of these have already been mentioned in
the preceding chapters, including:
•

the unique status of farms as both workplaces and homes;

•

specific features of work on farms such as seasonal workload variations,
long hours, and with work often done by farmers when they are alone or
isolated from other people; and

•

the age profile of people working in the farming industry, with average
farmer ages in excess of 50 years in many areas.

Financial constraints on the adoption of safer practice
The impediments, as we see it, towards sustaining improvements that have been made in
farm safety: firstly is the poverty of farmers and poor commodity prices. While farmers
are under financial stress, exacerbated by drought, safety will have a lower priority.
Poverty means making do with older equipment, cutting back on maintenance, doing the
job yourself, rather than hiring extra help. Some poorer farmers were unable to take
advantage of the ROPS subsidy because they could not afford – or they did not see that
they could afford to take up the offer. Farmers often work alone because the wife is away
earning off farm income. This means that if an accident does occur, there could be a
delay in discovery and calling assistance. Frequently, farmers have outside jobs to
provide extra income. This means that farm jobs are squeezed in before and after work
with all the consequent hazards of fatigue and rushing, with slower reflexes and lack of
attention to safety details.161

5.5

A number of witnesses appearing before the Committee argued that a major

factor preventing a wider uptake of safe practice within farming was the financial
constraints experienced by some farmers – particularly those with family farms or
small scale enterprises.162 In the quotation above, Sue Pitman of the Country Women’s
Association outlined some of the financial factors that affect safety on Victorian
farms, and some of the difficulties experienced by farmers and their families. In 1998,
a review of constraints to the adoption of safe practices on farms also highlighted the
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important place of financial considerations when farm managers decided whether they
would implement safer practices.163 Among the cost-related factors considered were:
•

a lack of investment capital preventing the purchase of equipment that
could improve the efficiency of farming operations, and which often
resulted in safety ‘spin-offs’ through improved design or a reduction of
exposure to risk;

•

the continued use of ageing farm machinery and equipment, which was
often poorly maintained, or had been modified through ‘do it yourself’
repairs and/or unsafe alterations (such as the removal of guards and
shields); and

•

the effect of limited resources on the ability of farmers to employ farm
workers, meaning that farmers were required to work longer hours and/or
by themselves, or encouraged family members to assist with farm work
that was beyond their ability or experience to perform safely.164

5.6

In addition to these factors, the Committee notes that the seasonal use of

equipment, and the variety of tasks associated with farming, may often mean that
farmers do not consider the purchase of new and specialised equipment to be justified
in the context of their farm business.
5.7

A study in New Zealand, where over 90 per cent of farms are owned and run

by families, found that farm women considered economic pressures to be a primary
factor for unsafe practice on farms, drawing particular attention to the necessity for
financially stretched farmers to work longer hours, or work when they were tired, for
paid help to be employed on an intermittent basis while often lacking appropriate
experience, and for other family members to find off-farm work, consequently
increasing the isolation of farmers on their farms during work hours.165
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5.8

A similar study in Western Australia found that farmers regarded the cost of

measures to improve farm safety a major barrier to implementation.166 However, the
authors of this study also noted that most farmers tended to focus on relatively
‘passive’ means of improving farm safety while simultaneously improving
productivity – by means of purchasing new equipment, for example (see below). They
noted that this focus may mean that many farmers regard all farm safety measures as
costly, and may mean that they do not recognise that some improvements to farm
safety, such as basic risk management, are “neither time consuming nor costly.”167

Farmers’ attitudes and values
In a general way I will refer to a statement that a fine old character from our district
made a few years ago. He is a fellow by the name of Ray Maynard. He once told me he
was one of 14, but the foxes got a few. The more I thought about it, the more I thought it
was typical of cultural and attitudinal views in terms of rural farms, families and
communities. For some reason or other we expected that it was not too unusual to lose
not only a few members of our families but also digits and bits and pieces of body
parts.168

5.9

The Committee heard from a number of witnesses that the attitudes of some

farmers acted as a barrier to the introduction of safer practice. One of these attitudes,
illustrated by the quote above, was an expectation that some accidents that occurred
on farms were unavoidable, and that as a consequence, there was no point taking any
action to prevent them. In some literature on the subject, these attitudes have been
characterised as a ‘tolerance of risk’, or of a pervasive attitude in the farming
community that accidents ‘only happen to other people.’169 The latter attitude has been
identified by some commentators with an observation that farmers tend to regard their
own farms as safe environments, with farming accidents largely restricted to
“cowboys”.170 Not all farmers share these attitudes, but witnesses nevertheless felt that
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such attitudes were prevalent enough within the industry to act as a barrier to
universal adoption of safe farm practice.
5.10

While some witnesses, and some studies on farm safety practices, have sought

to link the age of farmers with their inclination to adopt safer farm practices, the
Committee also heard that these attitudes existed to varying degrees throughout the
farming industry:
Students, and farmers in general I think, are again well aware of the principles [of farm
safety], but tend to suffer from two things. I have termed those two things the invincibility
of youth and the complacency of experience. I use an acronym, IWHTM, with my
students and the quick ones pick it up to mean ‘it won’t happen to me’. I think that is an
underlying problem that we have a lot of trouble dealing with at all levels.171

5.11

Other witnesses also expressed their opinion to the Committee that farmers

were not necessarily unaware of the risks they took while working on farms, but that
they were more focussed on activities and innovations to improve productivity on
their farms.172 A recent study conducted in Western Australia echoed this view,
reporting that farmers “spent money on safety only if it improved the financial
position of the business”.173 Some believed that the cost of injury and fatalities that
might occur in the course of farm work was often not adequately considered when
farmers made decisions about how they conducted farming.174 The Committee also
heard suggestions that farmers tended to resist change to their farming practices,
employing an attitude described in one Australian study as “if it works, then don’t
touch it, if you can get away with it, then you keep on doing it.”175
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5.12

On the other hand, the Committee also heard that many farmers were working

to improve health and safety on their farms, with opinions expressed that this tended
to be the case in more innovative farming enterprises, and on farms that employed
workers.
5.13

The Western Australia study, noted above, also suggested that while

improvements in farm safety were often incidental to the procurement of new
machinery that was purchased primarily to improve production, another main cause of
the adoption of safer farm practice was when the farmer experienced an injury, or
when someone in the community was seriously injured while farming.176 However,
while farmers from this study would implement task or activity-specific practices to
improve safety, these measures were not applied to similar activities. By way of
example, the authors of this study suggested that “skills to use additional supports
under a front-end loader when in use in a static position were not transferred to other
similar potentially hazardous situations, such as working under a raised slasher to
repair blades.”177

Regulation and enforcement
When we first started to do our work [on barriers to farm safety] we had a lot of trouble
going into the [farmers’] groups, because their biggest fear was that anything we found
in any of our research would lead to some sort of inappropriate legislation.178

5.14

A number of witnesses told the Committee that farmers, as a whole, were

generally reticent toward any prospect of increased regulation or legislation that
would affect the way activities were managed within their properties. A number of
reasons for this attitude were suggested to the Committee. According to the
Wellington Farm Safety Action Group farmers were “accustomed to being left to their
own devices”,179 and other witnesses such as the Ouyen Farm Safety Expo Committee
suggested that there was a perception within farming communities that “measures
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used to improve farm safety are punitive, expect onerous documentation and
intrusive.”180
Farmers don't have a culture against safety; what they have a culture against is
regulations that might come in or prescriptions that are unrelated to actual achieving
improvements on the farm.181

5.15

The Committee also heard that the application of occupational health and

safety (OHS) regulations to farming also caused some confusion and apprehension
among farmers. While OHS legislation currently approaches workplace safety
through an emphasis on performance-based criteria, some witnesses argued that many
farmers were more comfortable with regulations that were prescriptive:
…we have WorkCover ads showing accidents and farming widows and the whole deal.
As far as I can see the cockies are getting enough doom and gloom without having that,
and I think the advertising is misplaced. It should be more about showing them how to
get to not have those accidents rather than be doom and gloom all the time where you get
more and more regulations getting rammed down everybody’s throat.182

5.16

Some witnesses before the Committee discussed the debate surrounding

whether the application of prescriptive standards for farm safety, or performancebased assessments, were more appropriate. While prescriptive standards offer less
room for interpretation, they are also less flexible in the face of changing and
improved technologies.183 Prescriptive standards are specific to certain practices or
equipment, so that documentation outlining prescribed standards is often large, and
narrow in scope. On the other hand, performance-based approaches to OHS, while
more accommodating of changes in technology and practice, do not offer a “one size
fits all” solution, and so may leave managers less certain of whether they comply with
legislative requirements.184 Some witnesses suggested to the Committee that concern,

180

Ouyen Farm Safety Expo Committee, Submission, no. 23, 9 December 2003, p. 3.
Simon Price, Senior Policy Adviser, Victorian Farmers Federation, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24
November 2003, p. 30.
182
John Scott, individual, Public Hearing, Bendigo, 20 May 2004, p. 12.
183
Neil Gunningham, RegNet, Public Hearing, Canberra, 22 January 2004, p. 12.
184
N Gunningham, 'Agricultural machinery safety: regulating the workplace', Journal of Occupational
Health and Safety Australia and New Zealand, vol. 19, no. 3, 2003, p. 241; Sue Pitman, Chair, Social
Issues Committee, Country Women's Association, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24 November 2003, p.
39.
181

71

Inquiry into the Cause of Fatality and Injury on Victorian Farms

and confusion, about the effect of legislative requirements on farms could act as an
impediment to improved safety practice on Victorian farms.185
5.17

Regulations and legislation surrounding occupational health and safety apply

to all businesses in Victoria, and the farming industry is not the only industry to
express concern about the practicality and impact of regulations upon business
practices. Some witnesses suggested to the Committee that occupational health and
safety regulations were better suited to big business than small business, and that all
small businesses (including most farms) experienced impediments regarding expertise
in risk management, bureaucratic requirements, and so on.186 Most witnesses regarded
issues surrounding safe practice on farms to have unique characteristics, and some
(though not all) considered that this warranted special consideration for the farming
industry with respect to occupational health and safety regulations.187

Lack of accurate surveillance and research
5.18

The Committee has noted in previous chapters that information surrounding

the extent of, and factors surrounding injury on Victorian farms is relatively out of
date, or has been derived from databases that have not been specifically designed for
the purpose of analysing farm-related injuries. For this reason it is difficult to identify
with certainty the extent of farm-related injury in Victoria, what are the main causes
of injury (particularly accounting for important variables such as commodity group,
age, and occupation), and the total cost of farm injury to Victoria.188 The absence of
this information about farming in Victoria is a substantial impediment to the
development of new and effective farm safety initiatives.
5.19

While these criticisms are true of Victoria, they are also applicable to research

on the extent of farm injuries in Australia and internationally. Another substantial
barrier to the implementation of effective strategies to reduce farm injuries is the lack
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of adequate evaluations of farm injury prevention programs.189 While a substantial
number of farm safety programs have been conducted in recent years, throughout
Australia and internationally, very few of these have been evaluated adequately.190
Typically, where evaluations have been conducted, the focus has been on changes in
people’s “knowledge and beliefs”, rather than on changed practice or a statistical
correlation of the program with reduced rates of injury.191 While evaluations focusing
on changes in “knowledge and beliefs” is a form of evaluation that is relatively easy
to accomplish, international evidence indicates that the link between these changes
and improved health outcomes is tenuous. Until farm safety programs are conducted
that demonstrate improved health outcomes for participants, funding of large-scale,
ongoing programs is likely to remain difficult to justify.

Coordination and activity of government and non-government
organisations
5.20

In a submission received from FarmSafe Australia, the Committee was told

that a number of organisations and government agencies had developed farm safety
initiatives, but that these were often implemented “in isolation with the results
collated incidentally and their effectiveness rarely evaluated.”192 The Committee also
heard that in the case of some government and non-government organisations
concerns on the part of farming people about the role of those organisations could also
get in the way of more effective delivery of farm safety initiatives. This was
particularly the case regarding WorkSafe Victoria, which has a dual responsibility to
enforce regulations relating to occupational health and safety, and to educate people
on how to implement safer workplaces.
5.21

The Committee also heard from some witnesses that funding for various

programs to improve farm safety was not ongoing, and did not provide sufficient
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allowance for adequate evaluations to be performed.193 These witnesses argued that a
coordinated, ongoing funding arrangement for such programs would allow refinement
and improvement of activities over time, so that the mistakes of previous programs
were not repeated in subsequent programs due to ignorance about what had been done
before.194
5.22

Some witnesses and submissions before the Committee also suggested that the

low rate of worker representation within the farming sector workforce also acted as an
impediment to occupational health and safety implementation. According to this
argument, small workplaces, and a tendency toward employment of casual labour
means that there is less potential for farming safety practice to be informed by the
experiences and observations of farm workers.195

Demographic, social and cultural factors
5.23

In previous chapters the Committee has noted a number of unique

characteristics of farms, farmers and farming families that are thought to affect their
capacity to effect some forms of safer practice on farms. These include the fact that
much farm work is done by people working alone, that many farms are also people’s
homes, and that the increasing average age of farmers means that they may be more
prone to certain accidents (such as tractor run-overs) as they are no longer as strong
and agile as they once were. The Country Women’s Association submission to the
Committee suggested that the historical context of many family-owned farms may
contribute to reluctance for change within the industry:
Farms have traditionally been passed down through generations, with perhaps a slow
acceptance of new ideas and ways of doing things. Farmers have worked independently
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on their isolated farms jealously guarding their independence from outside
interference.196

5.24

The fact that farms are often homes may also contribute to resistance to

legislation and regulation by some farmers, as these requirements may be perceived as
an attempt to dictate not only how people work, but how they live their lives. While
farms have often been passed down within families, a more recent tendency for the
children of farmers not to take up a career in farming may mean that farmers are not
only working until a more advanced age, but that they work alone more regularly, and
with less occasional help from their children.
You have a lot of farmers wives having to create income by working off the farm, and
they still have the problem of where do they get child care, or if they leave the children at
home who is going to supervise them.197

5.25

A number of witnesses told the Committee that one impediment to improved

safety on Victorian farms was access to affordable child care alternatives for farming
families.198 A number of deaths and injuries among children on farms occur while one
or both parents are working on the farm, with the child either unattended, or
accompanying the parent during farm work. With many farming families obtaining
income off-farm, there are occasions on some farms when one parent will be absent
from the farm for work. Some witnesses told the Committee that a lack of child care
providers in rural and regional Victoria meant that parents were often left with little
alternative but to take their children with them during farm work, or leave them
unattended.199

Access to education and information on farm safety
5.26

Lack of access to appropriate education, information and training has been

cited by a number of commentators as a factor that impedes the implementation of
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improved safety on farms.200 While the Committee heard that some valuable courses
on farm safety management were offered in Victoria, and that farm safety promotions
during field days were making a positive impact, some witnesses were of the opinion
that these activities could be improved.201 David Phillips, of FarmSafe Australia,
suggested that the Managing Farm Safety course offered through Ballarat University
was too long, and that course enrolments would improve if a one-day format were
offered.202 Other commentators have suggested that improved cooperation between
industry and OHS authorities could reduce barriers to effective farm safety
education.203
5.27

The importance of access to education and training for farmers and their

colleagues and employees will continue to increase. Farming is a professional
occupation in Australia, with many farmers now being trained at a tertiary level in
farming and agricultural practices, and with the benefits of agricultural research being
communicated through coursework and fuelling Australian farm productivity. Given
the increasing significance of education to the farming industry, access to education
and training for farmers would be best facilitated by programs designed to fit into
farmers daily working lives.
Schools
…you always start with the kids. They are the ones who are going to influence the older
generations and then become farmers themselves.204

5.28

The issue of education in schools was raised by a number of witnesses. A

number of these witnesses regarded education of children on issues surrounding farm
safety to be of vital importance, not only because this was regarded as an approach to
reducing injury among farm children, but because witnesses felt that children might
be able to influence their families to adopt safer practice on farms.205 Some witnesses
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also suggested that farm safety education was important in rural and regional
Victorian schools because many country children no longer grew up in a farm
environment, and so needed additional preparation for the possibility that they might
be visitors to farms (such as when visiting relatives or friends).206
5.29

Another possible impediment to farm safety is the increasing reliance of many

government and non-government organisations on the distribution of resources and
documents through electronic means, such as the internet.207 While this may improve
farmer’s access to information about farm safety over time, some current farmers may
not possess the skills or resources to access this electronic information. The quality
and availability of telecommunications infrastructure in rural and regional Victoria
may also affect the ability of farmers and farming communities to obtain these
resources.

Farming environment
Farms are inherently dangerous places. Farm work is often very physical. It involves
heavy machinery and animals. Animals in particular are unpredictable, and working
with animals will always involve some degree of risk. In these circumstances, it is
reasonable to expect the rate of accidents for people working on farms will be higher
than, for example, people working in an office environment.208

5.30

While there is a large body of literature arguing that farm safety can be

improved, and while a large number of witnesses and written submissions also
endorsed this position, the Committee also acknowledges that some aspects of
farming are inherently more dangerous than is the case for many other occupations.
There are likely to be limits, for example, on the capacity for risk reduction in
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livestock management, or during work on irregular and changeable terrain. While it is
reasonable to assume that the relative risk of injury in farming as an occupation may
always be higher than the risk of injury in office-bound occupations, this does not
mean that current rates of injury and death within the farming industry are either
acceptable or inevitable. It is clear that many deaths and injuries that occur would be
avoidable if very simple practices were adopted – for example, many tractor run-over
deaths would not occur if people did not dismount, or attempt to board, moving
tractors. The process of changing practices within the farming industry, however, is
likely to take some time, particularly given the unique characteristics of the farming
industry that complicate efforts to improve farm safety.
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Chapter Six
Guiding principles for effective programs and
strategies to reduce farm injury and fatality
Introduction
6.1

Throughout the course of its investigation the Committee was provided with a

range of advice on the characteristics of successful measures and programs to reduce
farm fatalities and injuries. A number of consistent themes and suggestions emerged
during this process. This chapter provides an overview of characteristics of
campaigns, programs and policies that are likely to have the most positive effect on
the promotion of safer practice on farms and by farmers.

The Victorian Tractor Roll Over Protective Structure program
(ROPS)
6.2

One of the most celebrated examples of a successful program to improve

health and safety on Victorian farms was the Victorian tractor ROPS scheme, which
was implemented in 1997-98. This program had a number of characteristics that
exemplify sound approaches to improving public health (or population health),
including:
•

collaboration and consultation between key stakeholders from industry,
government and community;

•

the complementary use of education, subsidies, regulation and
enforcement to promote the installation of ROPS on tractors; and

•

a staged approach to the introduction of various ‘incentives’ for
compliance.209
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6.3

The Victorian ROPS case is widely regarded as an example of a successful

program, with a number of characteristics that were particularly conducive to this kind
of campaign. Firstly, the risk of tractor roll over was widely known and accepted
through all sectors, and by a number of farmers. Secondly, the solution to this risk
was essentially a design modification – that is, the installation of a ROPS on a tractor
‘builds in’ a safety mechanism that can reduce the severity of accidents without
depending too much on owner behaviour in order to be effective. Finally, the
installation of ROPS on tractors is relatively inexpensive. In comparison to most other
proposed measures to reduce injury and death on farms, the installation of ROPS on
tractors is relatively unique in these respects.
6.4

Other initiatives that ‘build in’ safety to farm equipment or environments, such

as Safe Tractor Access Platforms (STAPs) or fences around farm homes to prevent
children from wandering into work areas, may be contested by various stakeholders
(such as in the case of STAPs).210 Other farm safety measures depend on behaviour
modification – that is, for people on farms to adopt different practices to improve
safety. These are typically far more difficult changes to implement and sustain as they
require active participation from farmers, whereas design solutions by contrast, do not
require any ongoing action by the people they benefit.

Communication and cooperation
6.5

Cooperation between organisations and industry sectors was regarded by a

number of witnesses as a critical component of actions to reduce injury and death on
Victorian farms.211 The Committee recognises that a number of groups have already
been formed to address farm safety issues, both in Victoria and Australia, and that in
some cases existing groups have incorporated activities to address farm injuries and
deaths. These groups include the Victorian FarmSafe Alliance, the Australian
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FarmSafe Alliance, Farm Safety Actions Groups, some LandCare groups, FarmSafe
Victoria and FarmSafe Australia, and various farm safety action groups.
6.6

Cooperative approaches to the design and introduction of farm safety

programs are important as a means to ensure that the competing interests and
priorities of stakeholders within the farming industry are acknowledged and so that
acceptable compromises can be made where there are disagreements between
parties.212 For example, regulations and legislation affecting farms are likely to be
more effective when constructed in consultation with farming industry
representatives, as feedback from those representatives will often result in regulations
that are considered reasonable by all parties. This may also mean that the
implementation of those regulations will be less dependent on enforcement strategies
to ensure industry compliance.
6.7

This cooperation can also facilitate the process of introducing changes on the

ground, as the networks available to the constituent members of cooperative groups
can mean that a wider and more diverse range of people are introduced to the
initiative. Where there is a broad representation of interests within the cooperative
group there is also less potential for people to regard initiatives as driven by a hidden
agenda. While there are a number of advantages to be derived from intersectoral
cooperation, there is also potential in these partnerships for some approaches to be
compromised in order to accommodate competing interests among stakeholders. It is
also important that the interests of one participant within the cooperative is not
perceived to have undue or improper influence over other members.
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Use of multiple strategies
…in the general field of injury prevention, across the whole range of settings, it is very
well documented that effective programs combine education, environmental changes and
engineering solutions and enforcement. They do not always have all three elements but
the effective programs are typically characterised by a combination of strategies. It is
also well documented that education programs in the absence of other strategies have
very little impact on actual injury rates.213

6.8

The use of multiple strategies to reduce injury and fatality on farms was

acknowledged by a number of witnesses as the most effective way to conduct
programs.214 Campaigns and programs that have tended to focus on a single strategy,
such as media campaigns, subsidies, or regulation and legislation in the absence of
any other means of inducement have often been found ineffective.215 In particular,
educational approaches to improving health are inadequate unless backed up with
further inducements for change.216 Mass media and/or short term intense education
programs generally operate on the premise that people will behave differently when
presented with the best information about how to avoid injury.217 However, evidence
supporting this assumption has typically been inconclusive, and it appears that
changes in people’s knowledge, attitudes or beliefs have, at best, a weak correlation
with how they behave during their everyday lives.218
6.9

Efforts in Victoria to improve health have at various times achieved

international recognition. The implementation of the ROPS program in Victoria, as
stated above, has been acknowledged as the most successful Australian program of its
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type.219 Internationally, Victoria is also recognised as a leader in efforts to reduce
tobacco consumption, which was achieved through cooperation between a wide range
of stakeholders, legislation, the creation of a body to provide sports sponsorship and
other promotional activities, and widespread debate and media coverage.220 It is
notable that these successful strategies have not relied on the efforts of one
organisation or group, and have not relied on a limited range of strategies to achieve
change.

Targeted programs
6.10

The Committee also heard that programs would work best when developed

specifically for specific audiences. In the case of farmers, the Committee was told that
education was most effective when participants were given opportunities to discuss
issues and information with other farmers.221 According to Dr John Martin of the
Centre for Regional and Rural Development:
We know that farmers learn more effectively through participant oriented learning
techniques and are more likely to change their behaviour when insights are developed
with peers.222

6.11

The Committee heard that in some cases farmers did not like to receive advice

and instruction from people they considered had little experience in farming. The
Committee heard, for example, that WorkSafe representatives were often regarded as
possessing insufficient experience of farming practice and environments, or
alternatively, were regarded as ‘failed farmers’ by the industry.223

219

L Day & G Rechnitzer, Evaluation of the tractor rollover protective structure rebate scheme
1997/98, no. 155, Monash University Accident Research Centre, Melbourne, 1999; L Day, G
Rechnitzer, K Ashby & M Corbo, 'Tractor rollover protective structures', Hazard, vol. 47, 2001; L Day
& V Stathakis, Evaluation of farm injury prevention programs, RIRDC, Canberra, 2004.
220
S Chapman & D Lupton, The fight for public health, BMJ Publishing Group, London, 1994.
221
Steve Cowley, University of Ballarat, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 27 April 2004, p. 19; Alison Howe,
Committee Member, Wellington Farm Safety Action Group, Public Hearing, Lakes Entrance, 6 April
2004, p. 17; John Martin, Associate Professor and Director, Centre for Regional and Rural
Development, RMIT Hamilton, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 27 April 2004, p. 5.
222
John Martin, Associate Professor and Director, Centre for Regional and Rural Development, RMIT
Hamilton, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 27 April 2004, p. 5.
223
Sam Beechy, Rural and Pastoral Coordinator, Australian Workers Union, Public Hearing,
Melbourne, 24 November 2003, p. 20; Anita Hallett, Committee Member, Meerlieu and District Rural
Community Group, Public Hearing, Lakes Entrance, 6 April 2004, p. 26; Michael Lawrance,
individual, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24 November 2003, p. 2.

83

Inquiry into the Cause of Fatality and Injury on Victorian Farms

6.12

Some witnesses also told the Committee that education about farm safety was

more effective when conducted on farm properties, where farmers or children, for
example, could identify potential sources of risk through their own observations.224
The Committee heard from a number of groups that had been conducting programs
within rural and regional schools to encourage children to adopt safe practice on
farms.225 The Committee was very impressed at the level of engagement with
children’s farm safety programs by community groups, and at these groups’
achievements bringing farm safety awareness to children. A number of these
programs involved taking children to farms to identify risks, and incorporated
discussion and work on farm safety into some part of the children’s school
curriculum.226
6.13

While efforts directed toward children’s education were considered by some to

be more effective when conducted on farms, the Committee was also told by Phillip
Maskrey, a field officer with Victorian WorkSafe, that farmers were more
comfortable talking about farm safety issues with officials at ‘neutral’ venues, such as
during field days.227 Other witnesses explained that some farmers’ had a perception
that the role of WorkSafe inspectors was to inspect and enforce occupational health
and safety regulations on farms, rather than to provide advice on how to improve farm
safety.
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6.14

Another difference between programs directed toward children and those

directed toward farmers was that while children’s programs could be relatively easily
integrated into school curriculum, farmers often could not afford to be away from
their farms in order to learn more about farm safety. David Phillips, Manager of the
FarmSafe Alliance, told the Committee that a two day course for farm Occupational
Health and Safety training was too long, and that subsequently there was poor take-up
among working farmers.228 He favoured the development of shorter courses as a
means of making farm safety awareness more accessible to farmers.
6.15

A number of witnesses also suggested that programs directed at the reduction

of injury and fatality on farms would be better accepted by farmers if they could
demonstrate some improvement to farm productivity, or if it could be linked with
other issues concerning rural men.229 It appears that the issues surrounding farm
occupational health and safety were not appealing to farmers when forming the sole
content of presentations. Bernard Denner, of the Centre for Advancement for Men’s
Health , told the Committee that while he was able to secure good attendances on
seminars on men’s health, when he had attempted to run sessions on farm safety
virtually no one would attend.230 Another witness suggested that occupational health
and safety could be incorporated into industry-related events as an ongoing, standard
feature.231
6.16

The Committee also heard suggestions from witnesses that different target

audiences could be employed to try and improve the state of farm safety overall.
Some suggested that farm safety programs directed at children, for example, had the
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additional effect of providing parents with advice about farm safety practice.232 A few
witnesses recounted anecdotes where children had influenced their parents to
implement safer practice following a school program:
We know that many of the messages get back to the parents — we have heard that from
being around in local communities — but we are not necessarily sure that farmers are
making a behaviour change. Although when we did the farm walks — and we identified
farmers who were willing to take us on, often with lots of children — we would often
have the children of the farmers say to us, ‘Oh, Dad just put the lock on the chemical
shed last night’. We would do a walk beforehand to make sure it was reasonably safe. We
know that at least one farmer made a change; we are not sure about the rest. We thought
that was quite positive, anyway.233

6.17

Other witnesses suggested that there was also some potential for women to act

as ‘advocates’ for farm safety, even when they were not working full time on the
farm, by convincing their partners to adopt safer practice:
Women on farms are the collators and the disseminators of information. I can talk from
personal experience that they are generally the occupational health and safety officers;
that is generally the role that they wear.234

Evaluation
6.18

In 2000, an international study on programs aimed at reducing injuries and

deaths on farms found that “there have been few evaluations of interventions to
determine what kinds of programs are most effective in reducing injuries.”235 As noted
in Chapter Five and above, a weakness in most programs that have been run to
improve farm safety to date is that they have not been sufficiently evaluated, and that
very few programs have been able to demonstrate a correlation with reduced rates of
injury and death. Where evaluations have been performed the focus has generally
been on so-called ‘proximate’ measures – that is, the desired result (i.e. reduced farm
injuries) is not measured, but rather something that is thought to be associated with
the desired result (for example, knowing that it is dangerous to dismount a moving
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tractor).236 Another common form of evaluation is a survey of key stakeholders, in
which the program coordinators ask key industry or peak body representatives
whether they think a given program has led to changes within farming practice. While
surveys such as these may provide a reasonable representation of what key
stakeholders think, however, they do not necessarily provide an accurate
representation of what is happening ‘on the ground’.
6.19

There are a number of factors that contribute to this circumstance. As noted in

earlier chapters, information about injuries and deaths (particularly injuries) that occur
on farms is not regularly available. Furthermore, as the sources of data on farm
injuries – hospital and general practitioner records, for example – often have not been
designed for the purpose of surveillance, and more particularly, have not been
designed to take account of unique conditions that apply on farms. For this reason,
accurate data about current rates and severity of farm injuries is difficult to obtain, and
in particular, it is even more difficult to identify any change in rates of injury over
time. Another confounding factor is that many programs that have been conducted to
improve farm safety have been relatively small scale and short-term. This means that,
even if adequate evaluation had been conducted, there would not be sufficient
numbers of participants to identify whether any changes to injury rates were
statistically significant. Finally, it is likely to be the case that any outcomes of
campaigns to reduce farm injury and death will take some time to be apparent.
According to Prof. Stephen Duckett in The Australian Health Care System, “the
outcomes of many public health interventions can only be assessed over a long time
frame. Although some public health activities have immediate benefits, many are
aimed at increasing the likelihood of good health or reducing the risk of poor health in
the future.”237

Time frames
6.20

The Committee was told by a number of witnesses that improvements in farm

safety, as demonstrated through reduced rates of injury and fatality, would take some
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time to achieve. The view of a number of people and organisations was that the goal
of programs and policies was to improve health and safety practice through
generational change.238 Alison Howe, of the Wellington Farm Safety Action Group,
told the Committee:
If you want to hear 10 years [for statistical change in farm injuries], I will say 10, but I
think it is more likely to be 20 or 25. It will be a generational thing, but if you do not
start with that generation now it is not going to happen in 20 or 25 years.239

Not all witnesses expressed an opinion that improvements in farm safety would take
this long to occur. However, some regarded that any potential progress in farm safety
was likely to be relatively slow.
Finding 7:

Effective programs and strategies to improve farm safety

need to incorporate the following features, as appropriate:
•

cooperation and communication during the design and

implementation of farm safety programs; and
•

the use of multiple strategies to improve safety on Victorian

farms; and
•

the use of targeted programs; and

•

robust evaluative procedures that focus strongly on clear

evidence in outcomes.
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Chapter Seven
Farm safety education and research
Introduction
7.1

Education plays a key role in any strategies to improve farm safety. The

Committee heard evidence to this effect from farmers, including women farmers,
educators, and other key stakeholders. Encouraging a safe workplace through
dissemination of up to date information on farm safety methods and practices can
contribute to the well being of farming communities and the industry as a whole.
7.2

To be effective education programs need to be part of a broader set of

initiatives to encourage developments in safer practice – they must be accompanied
by complementary initiatives and programs. As the Committee noted in Chapter Six,
initiatives to promote safe practice on farms were likely to be most effective when
multiple strategies for encouraging change were employed.
7.3

Evidence was presented to the Committee about programs being run

throughout Victoria to promote safer practice on farms. Some of these occur in
tertiary institutions, or are run through government departments and industry groups.
7.4

The Committee found that some of the most impressive programs are initiated

and sustained by community groups, who are contributing a great deal to improved
awareness of farm safety issues. Many of these initiatives are convened in primary
schools, and the programs are designed to reach children who live on farms, or those
who may be expected to visit farms. The importance of educating children about
safety on farms is well accepted and was highlighted by a number of witnesses to the
Committee. As well as giving children the tools to deal with their personal safety it is
believed that educating young children may lead to generational changes in attitudes
to safety throughout the industry.
7.5

In this chapter existing education programs are described, and

recommendations for further initiatives to support and encourage effective education
programs are presented.
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Role of the media and community education on farm safety
7.6

One means of getting health information messages to the general public is

through media campaigns. As noted in Chapter Six, however, the evidence suggests
that media campaigns are rarely adequate by themselves as methods to improve safe
behaviour – in order to be successful, multiple methods for encouraging change are
generally required. The Committee heard that some methods for educating farmers
and farm workers about farm safety were more effective than others. In particular,
peer-to-peer education and experiences were described by some witnesses as an
effective way to inform farmers about safe farm practice.240 According to Steve
Cowley of the University of Ballarat, “opinion leaders”, or people of high profile
within the farming industry who endorsed programs or actions to do with farm safety
had been shown in international research to be an effective means of encouraging
people to implement safer practices on their farms.241
7.7

An example of this approach is found in a video produced by WorkSafe in

cooperation with the Victorian Farmers’ Federation. In the video Neil Simpson, a
well-known farmer, demonstrated various simple innovations and alterations to work
practices on farms which reduce the amount of effort and danger experienced during
common tasks. Mr Simpson described his experience of public reactions to the video
when he met with the Committee in Sea Lake:
But I have had a lot of inquiries out of that video. Your first question was in fact about
whether older people relate to this. Undoubtedly the ones that call up — I get about one
phone call a week, I guess — ask about climbing silos. It obviously is something that, for
whatever reason, older people still feel they have to do. Part of the video shows the
windows in the silos. I did not have them on my farm until we did this video. I was always
worried that these little windows would be covered internally with dust and you would
not see, but I was astonished: it is black and white, you can tell where the grain level is.
They are really marvellous. I had a lot of questions from people like, ‘Do those damn
things work?’, and I say. ‘Yes, they do actually’. What I am talking about are little
windows going up the silo; and even when they are perhaps 6 metres above you, you can
see whether the grain has got to that level.242

7.8

The Committee also heard that while negative news associated with farm

safety was common in news and advertising media, there is concern that very little
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material portrays farm safety initiatives in a positive light. While the video referred to
above is an example of positive farm safety innovations, this may be the exception
rather than the rule. Ms Vanessa Drendel, of the Netherby Lorquon VFF Landcare
Group, told the Committee that in her experience farm safety was rarely addressed in
rural media:
The media also needs to be encouraged to sell a positive farm safety message. In the past
12 months I have not read one article on positive farm safety practices, and I am talking
rurally here, in all the rural farmer handbooks that you kind of get forced to read.243

Jacinta Boyd, a nurse for Kerang District Health, told the Committee that she believed
the media should focus more on positive aspects of farm safety:
We often get told in the media that a person lost their farm because of a particular
accident that happened. You hear the bad stories, not the good ones, and the Farmsafe
Alliance itself and government initiatives need to be very farm focused, showing that they
are out there to help, be friends and be supportive.244

7.9

There is some debate internationally about whether campaigns that focus on

fear (i.e. negative portrayals to encourage behaviour change) are more effective than
media campaigns that show the benefits to individuals of adopting particular
behaviours or strategies.245 While media that focuses on the negative consequences of
farm injury and death may increase awareness of risk within communities, this kind of
reporting may also restrict the potential for the benefits of implementing safer practice
on farms to be demonstrated.
7.10

The Committee also noted that positive portrayals of farm practice in media do

not always have to be explicit. For example, in one campaign to improve public
health, campaign organisers encouraged media to portray safe sex practice in popular
television shows. This advertises safe health practice in a way that influences a great
number of people without using orthodox forms of health media. The Committee
noted instances in the media where the safe way to use equipment was not employed,
such as in the example below. Increased vigilance on the part of people working in
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media to ensure that best practice is portrayed in the use of images or descriptions of
farm work may also make an important, if subtle, contribution to farm safety over
time.
We have some examples of print media up there, and I think you will appreciate how
difficult it is when we have the Department of Agriculture advertising in the national
Farmers Federation annual and there is an ATV rider in the advertisement without a
helmet.246

Farm safety education for school children
7.11

The Committee heard that various education programs that focused on

children were valuable because they offered a means to encourage long-term change
in attitudes to safety across all Victorian farms, as well as providing children who
lived on, or visited, farms with an awareness of some of the accidents that commonly
occur. Most of these programs encouraged children to identify possible risks, and to
formulate ways to minimise their personal risk of injury on farms.
7.12

As noted in Chapter Six, some witnesses felt that education of children had

positive benefits for the wider community, because when children acquired skills to
identify hazards on farms they were able to inform their parents who may be
encouraged to introduce measures to minimise the risks. On the other hand some
commentators suggested that often children did not pass on messages, or in other
cases found it difficult to point out risks to their parents.
7.13

A study on young farm workers who had completed training and moved into

the workforce found that although these young people were cognisant of risks, or
knew of safe practice on farms, they lacked sufficient influence in their workplaces to
encourage the adoption of safer practice or purchase of safer equipment. One witness
told the Committee that, in his opinion, the best way to implement safer farm
practices was with a top-down approach, from owner/manager to worker:
The change [in safe farm practice] has to start with the owners and managers. You have
to educate your young, but unless the top boys set the example the young people will not
follow it.247
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7.14

However, while the lessons children learn about farm safety may not always

be easily implemented on the farm in the short term, a number of witnesses regarded
children’s education as an extremely important component of long-term change
within the industry:
We think the children are the farmers of tomorrow and I guess from experience this has
been the best way that we know to address farm safety in our regional area.248
I was brought up on a dairy farm and spent 25 years at Labertouche where we carted
20,000 or 25,000 square hay bales every summer. But from being a young child I was
brought up to think about safety. It has been demonstrated by research that young kids
can be taught safety at a young age and that is what the UN outcome in Rome says: we
have got to get them young and it has got to be a way of life throughout their life.249

In the second quotation above, Dr Laurie Prosser also points out that international
treaties recognise the importance of involving children as part of an informed farm
community.
7.15

Currently programs that introduce farm safety into school curriculum are

primarily initiated by community groups. These include community health services
(through community health nurses, for example), farm safety action groups, and the
combined efforts of a variety of other groups, such as FarmSafe Alliance, Country
Women’s Association, and WorkSafe K.I.D.S, to name a few. The Committee noted
that while a number of farm safety programs for schools were being conducted
throughout Victoria, these were generally developed by individual groups throughout
the state and relied very much on the dedication and resolve of individuals for their
success. Those groups that did not have people with appropriate skills (for the
preparation of funding grant applications, for example) often struggled to identify and
obtain funding for their projects. A number of people who were running these kinds of
programs suggested that on-going, specific funding was required from government, so
that identifying and obtaining funding over time was less time consuming for
community groups.250

248

Wendy Altmann, Community Health Nurse, West Wimmera Health Service, Public Hearing,
Horsham, 11 March 2004, p. 3.
249
Laurie Prosser, Manager, Research and Development, WorkSafe K.I.D.S., Public Hearing, Ballarat,
27 April 2004, p. 14.
250
Alison Howe, Committee Member, Wellington Farm Safety Action Group, Public Hearing, Lakes
Entrance, 6 April 2004; Kathryn John, Chairperson, Ouyen Farm Safety Expo Committee, Public
Hearing, Sea Lake, 24 March 2004.

93

Inquiry into the Cause of Fatality and Injury on Victorian Farms

7.16

The Committee heard that while farm safety programs for schools were being

developed and implemented by separate groups throughout the state, there is also
constructive collaboration between groups to share resources and knowledge.251
Furthermore, the Committee was told that there is considerable enthusiasm on the part
of teachers, children and farming communities where school programs had been
developed and offered in schools.252
7.17

However, while the Committee was encouraged by the innovation and

dedication of community-focused groups and individuals in the delivery of farm
safety programs to school-aged children, it also heard that more could be done to
make this material more widely and consistently available to all Victorian teachers,
and so to Victorian children –particularly those in rural and regional Victoria.
There is good material out there for teachers to use with RIPPER, Giddy Goanna and all
those sorts of projects that have been put together, but primary school teachers are like
any other teachers; they have enough on their plates. If they are not farm orientated
themselves they would find it difficult to pick up a book and say, ‘Where do I start?’
because they would not know what a PTO [Power Take Off] is. But if you give them step
by step material to use and perhaps go to the school and help them, of course they will.253

7.18

The Committee believes that resources should be made available for teachers

to introduce farm-safety education into their teaching curriculum within communities
that need it. Some of the existing resources seen by the Committee are very good, and
activities of community groups to promote farm safety within schools has been
excellent.
7.19

In particular, the Committee recognises the efforts of some key community

groups to promote farm safety education to children. In 2003, the Ouyen Farm Safety
Expo won a 2003 National Safety Council of Australia/Telstra Award for Excellence
for its activities in child farm safety education. In 2003, the Ouyen Farm Safety Expo
was held on a working farm in Timberoo.254 Over 500 children and 80 teachers and
helpers from 22 schools attended the expo in 2003. Various practical and interactive
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workshops were held for children in year 8 (14-15 years) and year 3 (8-9 years). In
addition to the field day itself, a program that fit into the curriculum and standards
framework was also taught to the children prior to their attendance at the expo. This
program, and similar ones held by groups throughout Victoria, was regarded as
particularly successful due to the combination of classroom lessons with interactive,
on-farm experience.
7.20

The Committee met with a number of groups and individuals that are doing

very important work in child farm safety education, including:
•

Wellington Farm Safety Action Group;

•

Dulcie Long (Childless Tractors program);

•

Roslyn Lanyon (Victorian winner, Child Safety on Farms Competition
2003); and

•

Vanessa Drendel (Netherby Lorquon Victorian Farmers Federation
Landcare Group).

7.21

While the efforts of these groups and individuals to implement child farm

safety education has been extremely worthwhile, these activities have not been spread
evenly across Victoria. Consequently, the availability of farm safety education in
schools is dependent on whether local groups are in place to provide support for, or
initiate, these programs. Access to appropriate modules for farm safety training is a
valuable and useful tool for teachers and schools. The Committee heard that the most
successful school programs to date have extended beyond the classroom to
incorporate farm visits, where children are able to identify potential farm hazards
through direct observation. All Victorian schools should have the opportunity to
introduce farm safety education into their curriculum, an initiative which the
Committee believes would better equip children in Victoria for life on farms, and
improve awareness among those children who visit farms and farming communities.
7.22

The Committee believes that farm safety programs for children are an

extremely valuable means to improve children’s knowledge of farming environments
and for the promotion of safe farm practice over time. Key elements of successful
programs include a strong focus on parent participation, on-site farm visits and
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consultation with community groups and professionals. The Committee believes that
resources should be provided by the State Government to encourage child farm safety
education throughout Victoria’s farming districts.
Recommendation 1:

That the Department of Education and Training,

in consultation with key stakeholders, prepare suitable farm safety
training modules for use by interested primary and secondary schools.

Adult and industry education programs and resources
7.23

Currently there are a number of programs offered in rural and regional

Victoria on occupational health and safety within farming environments. These
include courses run specifically on farm risk management, such as those courses run
through the Victorian Farm Safety Training Centre in the University of Ballarat, or as
components of courses on agriculture and horticulture convened in agricultural
departments of universities or TAFEs. Courses are also offered through extension
programs by the Victorian Department of Primary Industries.
7.24

Witnesses to the Committee with knowledge or experience of the courses

offered to farmers, such as the farm safety courses, described them as informative and
of considerable value.255 A number of witnesses suggested that improvements might
be made to farm safety related courses. For example, attendance at these and similar
courses would be much improved if fees were reduced or absent, and/or if
accreditation was introduced for some courses.256 Witnesses also suggested that other
incentives, such as reduced or discounted business or workers’ compensation
insurance, should be explored as a means to encourage course participation.257 Some
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witnesses described their concern at what they perceived as a lack of consistency
across training providers on occupational health and safety education.258
7.25

The Committee was also told by witnesses that some of the most effective

ways to provide farm safety education were through on-site training and identification
of safety issues. In general, practical on-farm programs were felt to be some of the
most effective ways to educate people on, and promote, the importance and
application of farm safety.
7.26

The Committee also noted a suggestion from the Wellington Farm Safety

Action Group that issues surrounding occupational health and safety should be
introduced as a component of all courses and programs focused toward farmers and
the farming industry, such as Target 10, BeefCheque, and Bestwool.259 While the
Committee does not think that these courses and programs should necessarily contain
discrete components for farm safety education, the Committee does believe that safe
farm practice should form an integral part of best practice on farms. Consequently, the
Committee believes that the funding bodies of all farming industry programs, such as
Target 10, BeefCheque, and Bestwool, should insist that these programs only focus on
methods and equipment that demonstrate best safety practice on farms.
Finding 8:

Education plays a key role in any strategies to improve farm

safety. Victorian farmers can benefit from access to state-of-the-art
education programs, information and research on practical health and
safety initiatives and methods to implement these in the farm
environment.

Recommendation 2:

That as a condition of funding for agriculture

industry education and extension programs the Department of Primary
Industries require that best safe practice be integral to course
presentation.
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Research, tertiary education and community assistance
7.27

In previous chapters the Committee has noted that current resources for the

collection of statistical and other information on farm injuries are generally
inadequate. The Committee recognises that in most cases this is due to the fact that
various surveillance methods – such as hospital emergency room data – were not
developed with the intention that they were to be used to collect data on farm injuries
and fatalities. It was also noted that by and large, programs that have been introduced
to reduce the number of injuries and fatalities on farms have not been adequately
evaluated. According to Lesley Day of the Monash University Accident Research
Centre, “[i]n the specific area of farm injury prevention strategies, evaluation studies
to date have been characterised by relatively weak research designs.”260
7.28

While this does not necessarily mean that those programs have not been

successful, it does mean that arguments to invest in future farm safety promotion
programs could be hampered by the limited availability of data demonstrating the
effectiveness of those programs. In part this is due to the relatively small scale of most
farm safety programs to date, and because surveillance of farm injury and fatality – as
noted above – is not accurate enough to show the links between programs and reduced
rates of injury with confidence. A point that was made by a number of witnesses was
that thorough evaluation and research of programs and solutions for farm safety
should be conducted before the widespread introduction of those programs. Andrew
Sullivan, Manager of the Victorian Farm Safety Training Centre, outlined an example:
The fitting of safety switches in workshops – which I think is one of the most at risk areas
on farms, because of all the leads and whatever – but if we have problems around
electricians and the likes, let's solve the problems; let's get the solution, research it and
then get it out. Don't get it out there only half-baked.261

7.29

Bernard Denner, of the Centre for the Advancement of Men's Health, told the

Committee that evaluation of current programs should be performed by tertiary
education institutions, so that the efficacy of initiatives could be demonstrated for
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more widespread introduction.262 Other witnesses also told the Committee that
research within the agricultural industry tended to focus on technologies and
procedures to increase productivity on farms, but that occupational health and safety
issues that may arise in connection with the introduction of these measures were
rarely addressed:263
We are developing wonderful extension programs on improving productivity on farms,
but we seem to be ignoring the fact that the bottom line could be affected by accidents,
injuries and prosecutions.264

7.30

Some witnesses also called for more research on the causes of injury and

fatality in specific locations, and for work to be done on farm safety solutions that
addressed local needs and environments.265 The Committee also heard that more
resources were required for research and education on a range of issues affecting
health and safety on Victorian farms, and in rural and regional Victoria generally. In
some cases, witnesses suggested to the Committee that successful ideas and
approaches already existed in communities, but that because farm safety initiatives
tended to occur within independent groups, the potential for other people working on
farm safety to hear about their successes and failures was limited.266
7.31

The safety of farmers, farm workers and their families is an important issue for

Victoria, for those directly affected and for those who are concerned about the
development of rural communities. The Committee believes that a program should be
introduced through an appropriate government agency, such as the Victorian
WorkCover Authority, to provide funding for community organisations and education
institutions to implement farm safety programs. This program should also be directed
at bringing together current knowledge about effective farm safety activities to assist
those individuals and groups seeking to promote safe farm practice. Through this
program, community groups, industry, and government should be able to obtain
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current information about how to run and evaluate effective programs in farm safety.
In particular, the Committee believes that this resource should be able to provide
groups with information on how to implement farm safety activities within their own
communities.
Recommendation 3:

That the Victorian WorkCover Authority

introduce a program to:
•

provide funding for local groups to conduct farm safety programs

in their communities; and
•

provide funding for research and evaluation of farm safety

programs.
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Chapter Eight
Machinery, plant, vehicles and equipment
Introduction
8.1

Issues surrounding the use and safety of farm equipment, plant and machinery

are clearly important to all stakeholders in the farming sector. Some witnesses
expressed concerns about the use and availability of safety equipment and guarding
on Victorian farms. Others raised concerns about specific classes of equipment– such
as tractors, power take offs (PTOs) and all terrain vehicles (ATVs). This Chapter
considers the need for implementation of safety measures on farms, specifically
relating to the use of farm equipment.

Tractors
8.2

Over the last decade, substantial progress has been made toward improving the

safety of tractors in Victoria. A highlight is the Victorian Roll Over Protective
Structure (ROPS) program, which was implemented to encourage the fitting of roll
over protection structures to tractors. This program has led to a reduction in the
number of injuries and deaths sustained on Victorian farms as a result of tractor roll
over. However, while progress has been made to improve tractor safety, tractorrelated accidents are still a significant cause of work-related deaths in Victoria. In
2004, eight of the thirteen deaths that occurred on Victorian farms involved tractors.
8.3

Tractor related incidents remain one of the leading causes of death and injury

on Victorian farms. Between 1996 and 1997 (prior to implementation of the ROPS
program in Victoria) tractor roll overs accounted for 57 per cent of all adult tractorrelated deaths, and tractor run overs accounted for 17 per cent of adult tractor-related
deaths.267 In contrast, a report provided to the Committee by the State Coroner shows
that, between 1 July 2000 and 30 June 2003, all deaths that occurred on Victorian
farms as a result of tractor roll over involved tractors that were not fitted with ROPS,
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and more people died from being runover by tractors than the number who died from
tractor roll overs.268
8.4

In the report presented to the Committee by the State Coroner, 17 of 42 work-

related deaths that occurred during the period 1 July 2000 and 30 June 2003 were
associated with the use of tractors or tractor attachments. Two of these deaths
occurred while the farmer was using an auger to bore holes and became entangled in
it. Eight deaths occurred when a farmer was run over by a tractor. Four deaths
occurred when a tractor rolled over (none of these tractors were fitted with ROPS).269
The remaining deaths occurred during maintenance of a tractor attachment, collision
with another vehicle, and to an unknown cause, respectively.270
Table 26: Tractor-related deaths, Victorian farms, 1 July 2000 – 30 June 2003.271
Incident

Deaths

Roll over
4*
Run over
8
Auger
2
Maintenance
1
Collision with vehicle
1
Other
1
Total
17
* None of these tractors were fitted with ROPS.

Tractor run over
It is now evident that the major cause of fatalities from tractor accidents is run overs.
Run overs occur usually where the tractor operator gets caught getting on or off a
moving tractor, and is therefore run over by the back wheels.272

8.5

As shown in Table 26, a notable feature of fatalities was the number of deaths

caused by the deceased being run over by a tractor. Tractor run over incidents cover a
range of circumstances in which a person is either run over by the wheels of a tractor,
or by an implement attached to a tractor (such as a mower). In total, five people died
as a result of being run over by the wheels of a tractor during this period, and three
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deaths involved the deceased being run over by a mower or slasher attachment on a
tractor.273 In one of the latter cases the driver of the tractor had fallen out of the vehicle
prior to being run over by the mower attachment.274 The remaining two tractor run
over attachment deaths involved people who were not driving the tractor, and were
run over by mower attachments. In total, four more people died as a result of tractor
run over than the number who died as a result of a tractor roll over.275
Table 27: Tractor run over deaths, Victorian farms,
1 July 2000 – 30 June 2003.276
Incident
Tractor operator
Bystandera
Thrown from tractor
1
Alighting moving tractor
2
Alighting, brakes not applied
1
Operate tractor from ground
1
Run over by mower attachment
2
Run over by slasher attachment
1
Total
6
2
a
‘Bystander’: person not engaged in work, but killed as a result of a work practice or event.

8.6

In a study on farm deaths in Australia between 1989 and 1992, run overs

accounted for 26 tractor-related deaths (including nine bystanders), in comparison to
48 deaths (including 10 bystanders) caused by tractor roll overs.277 Given that roll over
deaths outnumbered run over deaths prior to implementation of the ROPS program,
the fact that more tractor run over fatalities than roll over fatalities occurred between
July 2000 and June 2003 may be another indication that the Victorian Roll Over
Protective Structure campaign succeeded in reducing the number of roll over deaths.
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8.7

The Committee is concerned, however, that tractor run overs remain a major

cause of tractor-related deaths in Victoria and that these deaths, like all tragic work
related deaths, may be avoidable. Activities commonly associated with tractor run
overs can be summarised as including:
•

starting tractors while standing adjacent to the machine;

•

setting tractors in motion and alighting to perform work while outside the
machine; and

•
8.8

attempting to board a moving tractor.

One engineering solution that has been put forward to reduce the risk of tractor

run over is the attachment of steps, rails and platforms to tractors. It is argued these
would facilitate mounting and dismounting tractors, and could also be designed to
prevent easy access to tractor controls while not seated. Guidelines have been
prepared by Farmsafe Australia for these Safe Tractor Access Platforms (STAPs).
These guidelines suggest extending the rear wheel mudguard next to the platform
outwards, to reduce the risk of a person being drawn under the wheel while it is in
motion.
8.9

Safe Tractor Access Platforms are specifically intended for installation on

tractors that do not have similar features already installed – principally older tractors.
Safe Tractor Access Platforms are endorsed by Victorian WorkSafe and Farmsafe
Australia whose view is that they represent “relatively cheap installation costs and
proven effectiveness in reducing run over incidents.”278 At the present time these
structures are optional for farmers. In 2004 the Commonwealth Department of
Primary Industries and the Victorian Department of Human Services worked with two
farm safety groups (the Wellington Farm Safety Action Group and the Colac Farm
Safety Action Group) to promote the installation of Safe Tractor Access Platforms in
tractors with “poorly designed access” through the provision of subsidies for the
installation of STAPs.279

278

Victorian WorkSafe, Roll Over Protection Structure (ROPS), WorkSafe Victoria, Melbourne, 2003,
p. 1.
279
Victorian WorkSafe, Roll Over Protection Structure (ROPS), WorkSafe Victoria, Melbourne, 2003,
p. 5.

104

Chapter Eight – machinery, plant, vehicles and equipment

8.10

During the course of the Committee’s public hearings, however, Vin

Delahunty of the Tractor and Machinery Association of Australia voiced some
concerns about whether the STAPs design prepared by Farmsafe Australia met the
Australian Standard:
Farmsafe Australia went off and commissioned an engineer to come up with a safe
access platform, which he did, and the one they promote is like a gantry that sits on the
side of a tractor. When you look at it, it has to be safer than anything that exists, because
it has big wide access, it has handrails. It is a marvellous piece of technology, but it is
not what they fit on every tractor. They fit whatever they deem is appropriate for that
tractor. There is no engineering support that goes with that. But the issue with safe
access platforms, the Farmsafe Australia model, is it produces a platform that does not
meet an Australian standard. There is an Australian standard that specifies the height to
the first step, the distance between steps and those issues. It is one area where there is a
specific standard, and the Farmsafe Australia thing does not meet that standard.280

8.11

The Committee believes that the general concerns voiced by the Tractor and

Machinery Association of Australia should be addressed. The Committee notes that
the main difference between the STAPs design promoted by Farmsafe Australia and
the Australian Standard for stairways and step-type ladders281 concerns the
specification of the height of the bottom step – with the STAPs specifications
suggesting “a height no greater than 400 mm”, and the Australian Standard requiring
a rise of 150 – 215 mm, or 200 – 250 mm, for stairways and step ladders
respectfully.282 In other respects the STAPs specifications do not explicitly depart
from the Australian Standards, although it is possible that in manufacturing a STAPs
according to the Farmsafe Australia specifications an individual may inadvertently
depart from the Australian Standard. For example, the STAPs guidance notes state
that “safe comfortable steps have a rise not greater than 200mm”283 whereas the
Australian Standard requires that the rise of steps lie within specified ranges (150 –
215 mm for stairways, 200 – 250 mm for step ladders).284 It is possible, therefore, that
someone following the STAPs guidance materials could construct steps that do not
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meet the standards. There is also no mention in the STAPs guidance notes, for
example, that the Australian Standard describes steps with a slope between 45 and 60
degrees as “unsafe”.285
8.12

The Committee notes, as discussed earlier, that a STAPs subsidy program has

been run by the Commonwealth Department of Primary Industries and the Victorian
Department of Human Services in cooperation with the Wellington Farm Safety
Action Group and the Colac Farm Safety Action Group. In 2005 an evaluation of that
program was produced by the Rural Industries Research and Development
Corporation. This report found that over the course of the program 18 farmers from
the two farm safety action groups had taken up an offer for the cost-free installation of
Safe Tractor Access Platforms on their tractors.286 The average cost of the platforms
was between $400 and $490, with a range of fitting cost between $330 and $600.287
Ten of these farmers were subsequently interviewed, and the design of their STAPs
were assessed. Of those ten tractors, it was found that:
•

in seven cases, the height of the bottom step from the ground exceeded the
Farmsafe guidelines (that is, were more than 400 mm from the ground);

•

in five cases, the outer edge of the bottom step was not flush with the edge
of the rear wheel (which was recommended in the guidelines);

•

that overall, none of the STAPs constructed for the retrofitted tractors
concurred on all points with the Farmsafe guidelines.288

8.13

The Committee also notes, however, that an assessment conducted on new

tractors with access platforms and cabins found that the bottom step of all of those
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tractors exceeded 400 mm, and that similarly, none of those tractors fulfilled all of the
suggestions contained in the Farmsafe guidelines.289
8.14

While the tractors that were fitted with STAPs during the course of this

program did not accord on all points with the guidance provided by Farmsafe, the
Committee notes that the report on that program found that all of the farmers regarded
the STAPs as an improvement on the safety of their tractors. Furthermore, six of the
ten farmers reported that their tractors were easier to get on and off. In one case, a
farmer with a chronic back problem who was considering employing casual labour to
feed out his stock was able to continue to work on his tractor with the retrofit.290
8.15

The Committee believes that the fitting of Safe Tractor Access Platforms to

tractors that otherwise have poorly designed access would assist to reduce the
numbers of injuries, particularly fatal injuries, that occur as a result of tractor run
over. In addition to reducing the risk to farmers while mounting and dismounting
tractors, a Safe Tractor Access Platform has the additional bonus of reducing the
amount of exertion required to mount tractors. This may be of considerable long-term
benefit to farmers of all ages, but particularly older farmers. According to Dr Lesley
Day, of the Monash University Accident Research Centre:
The thing the farmers reported about the use of these [STAPs on tractors] was that they
had not anticipated how much easier the platforms would make using the tractor in terms
of actually getting on and off, particularly if you are doing that a number of times in the
course of a day.291

8.16

It is clear to the Committee that the practice of mounting or dismounting

moving tractors is a dangerous one. The solution is two-fold. Firstly, education
programs about the dangers of this practice should be put in place. Secondly, where
engineering solutions that diminish the risks to individuals can be installed they must
be put in place as soon as practically possible. The Committee therefore suggests a
run over prevention campaign that incorporates some of the characteristics of the
ROPS program be introduced in Victoria. As with that program, a ‘tractor run over
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protection program’ should be developed that is built on industry and government
cooperation. It should include a sustained publicity and education campaign about
how to avoid tractor run overs both through engineering solutions and through safe
practice and behaviour, where those means of avoiding tractor run over can be
demonstrated as reasonable and practical.
8.17

The Committee understands that a campaign such as this is likely to take some

time to implement. In the meantime, the Committee is of the view that fitting Safe
Tractor Access Platforms should be actively promoted. To encourage this, the
Committee believes that subsidies should be made available for the fitting of Safe
Tractor Access Platforms. The Committee also believes that a new Australian
Standard should be developed for Safe Tractor Access Platforms in order to
accommodate specific requirements for those structures, such as the height of the
bottom step relative to the ground. The Committee believes that the current Standard
is not adequate for practical application in the construction of safe access platforms
for tractors. A mechanism should also be developed to ensure that subsidised
platforms abide with the new standards.
Recommendation 4:

That the State Government formally request

Standards Australia to develop a new Standard for Safe Tractor Access
Platforms.

Recommendation 5:

That following the development of an

Australian Standard for Safe Tractor Access Platforms, the State
Government:
•

introduce a subsidy for the fitting of Safe Tractor Access

Platforms to tractors; and
•

that this subsidy be equivalent of up to 50% of the cost of

purchase; and
•
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Attachments, maintenance and tractor skills
8.18

A number of further issues concerning tractor use were brought before the

Committee. These included:
•

risk associated with the use of tractor attachments (such as front end
loaders);292

•

health and safety issues surrounding the proper maintenance of tractors;293
and

•

the development of more expert skills among farmers negotiating the use
of tractors in varying circumstances and terrain.

8.19

To date there is very little data that explicitly links the presence of attachments

on tractors to an increased risk of accidents. Research conducted by the National
Occupational Health and Safety Commission in 2000 considered the possible
contribution of attachments to certain kinds of tractor accidents, but was unable to
come to any firm conclusions on this matter.294 If there is an association between
tractor attachments and accidents, it is likely that the contribution of tractor
attachments to an incident varies according to specific circumstances (such as terrain,
operator experience, and so on). Indeed, the presence of attachments may improve the
safety of tractors in some situations.
8.20

In Modewarre, Graeme Prince told the Committee that the compulsory

requirement previously in place for farmers to hold a front end loader operator’s
licence if they intended to use a front end loader provided “an ideal opportunity for
farmers to be instructed in correct front-end loader usage and cover all safety
aspects.”295 Mr Prince also told the Committee that current competency training was
generally “only delivered to people enrolled in agricultural training courses”.296
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8.21

The Committee believes that there is a need for the provision of opportunities

for training on a number of aspects of tractor operation, including the use of tractor
attachments, safe and effective methods of performing maintenance of tractors, and
where appropriate, for advanced training in tractor operation.
8.22

With regard to tractor maintenance, the Committee believes that some farmers,

particularly new farmers with limited experience in farm management, may benefit
from the provision of short courses that describe basic tractor maintenance. Mr Frank
Vaia, a farmer from Wangaratta, told the Committee that he had observed poor
maintenance of tractors, such as in the re-ballasting of tractor tyres with water after a
puncture repair:
Just a simple thing like keeping water in tyres is a major thing that is neglected on a
farm. If you get a flat back tyre, you ring up and get someone to come and fix it, I will
guarantee you 80 per cent of the time water does not go back into that tube. What
happens eventually — well, the first case is going to be you are going to have water in
the tyre on one side of the tractor and air in the other and the balance will just be out of
whack. Then the next time that you get a flat tyre there is a good chance that it will be the
one with water in it so you will end up with two back tyres with no water in them. If you
try to drive one of those down the road or around with a bit of weight in it, it is like a
basketball.297

8.23

The Committee believes a training course should be introduced by government

for the safe use of tractors. Such training should:
•

be developed in consultation with tractor manufacturers or retailers;

•

take into account local industries and farming practice (including
consideration of the timing of courses);

•

where applicable,be targeted at new technologies and applications.

The Committee believes these courses should be developed specifically to service the
requirements of local farming enterprises. Urban interface areas, for example, may
offer training directed at basic tractor skills acquisition for new farmers, whereas other
providers may offer industry-specific courses in established farming areas.

297
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Recommendation 6:

That the State Government of Victoria provide

funding for the delivery of half-day courses on the safe operation of
tractors in areas where demand exists.

ATVs and motorcycles.
8.24

Motorcycles and All Terrain Vehicles (ATVs) have been shown to feature

prominently in a number of studies on farm injuries.298 Witnesses to the Committee
expressed this concern, as seen below:
…for adults, horse related injuries are a common form of injury resulting in
presentations to emergency departments, but there are also motorcycle accidents, and in
our view this suggests that there may be a high level of unsafe motorcycle use on
farms.299

8.25

In recent years concern has also been expressed at the number of deaths that

have occurred on farms in association with the use of ATVs.300 However, the
Committee also recognises that motorcycles, and recently ATVs, have come to
occupy a valuable role in the operations of many farms, due to their utility,
manoeuvrability, and small size.
8.26

As noted in Chapter 3, it is often difficult to separate deaths and injuries

associated with two-wheeled motorcycles from those associated with ATVs
(principally four-wheeled) due to the methods currently employed in the collection of
data. Across Australia in 2000, it was estimated that between 400 and 500 admissions
to hospital each year were associated with the use of motorcycles on farms.301 In
Victoria between 1993-94 and 2001-02, 455 injuries sustained whilst using
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motorcycles or ATVs and requiring hospital admission among adults aged over 15
years were recorded for Victorian farms. These accounted for 13 per cent of all farm
injuries requiring hospital admission in Victoria.302 Among children aged 15 years and
younger, motorcycle injury was the principal cause of farm injury requiring hospital
admission, and accounted for 24 per cent of all such injuries.303
8.27

The Committee heard a range of explanations, and possible solutions, for the

high proportion of injuries and deaths that are associated with the use of motorcycles
and ATVs. Some explanations focused on the inexperience of riders, others on the
instability of the machines (most obviously in the case of motorcycles, but also
ATVs), or the excessive speed employed in farming environments. Others highlighted
the danger associated with carrying passengers, the failure to use adequate protective
measures, and loading vehicles with excessive or unbalanced loads.304 Solutions
suggested by witnesses included better training for motorcycle and ATV users, the use
of helmets, speed governors, legislative and regulatory means to discourage
dangerous activities, and in the case of ATVs, the use of a roll over protective
structure.305

Roll Over Protective Structures (ROPS)
8.28

During the course of this inquiry there was considerable discussion about

injuries and deaths associated with ATV use and how these might be prevented. In
particular, discussion focussed on whether implementation of a roll over protective
structure for these vehicles is a practical solution for farmers.
8.29

Some witnesses suggested that roll over protection structures for ATVs should

be made compulsory.306 Others, particularly representatives on behalf of the ATV
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industry, argued that fitting of a roll over protective structure to an ATV would
adversely affect the handling and utility characteristics of these vehicles.307
8.30

In Victoria, a ROPS design for ATVs was developed by the Monash

University Accident Research Centre. Representatives from Monash University
argued that this was a practical solution to roll over-related injuries on ATVs.308 This
ROPS model was trialled through computer program analysis in a small number of
‘accident’ scenarios (3 modelling an accident with a ROPS system, 3 modelling an
accident without).309 Following evaluation of the computer models, the authors argued
that, in the event of an ATV accident, “if the occupant is adequately restrained [with a
suitable safety harness] within a protective roll over structure, the severity of [injuries
caused during] the roll over event is dramatically reduced.”310
8.31

The ROPS design developed by the Monash University Accident Research

Centre, and the computer modelling used to evaluate the ROPS, was subsequently
criticised on a number of grounds in a report by Dynamic Research Inc., provided to
the Committee in a submission by the Federal Chamber of Automotive Industries.311
In this report computer analyses of 113 accident scenarios based on actual ATV
accidents were described, in which the Monash University Accident Research Centre
ROPS design was compared with an unaugmented ATV. The Monash University
ROPS simulations showed that the fitting of a roll over protective structure to ATVs
provided superior protection to restrained riders. In contrast, the report supplied to the
Committee by the Federal Chamber of Automotive Industries showed that a roll over
protective structure fitted to an ATV increased the risk of injury in some
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circumstances, and had no overall benefit in terms of reduced risk of injury.312 This
report drew attention to a number of factors that may also have had an effect on
injuries sustained in an accident of an ATV equipped with ROPS that were not
considered in the Monash University report. These included:

8.32

•

the effect of operators of ATVs equipped with ROPS not using seatbelts;

•

the effect of limbs ‘flailing’ outside an ATV during a roll; and

•

failure to consider the effects of ‘active riding’ during such incidents.313

The Committee notes that there are three main issues that complicate

considerations of whether to attach a ROPS system to conventional ATVs. These are:
•

that conventional ATVs are not designed for ROPS, and do not have
suitable anchor points that could bear the stresses that would occur in the
event of a roll over, so that it is unlikely that existing or conventional
ATVs could be fitted with ROPS;

•

that ROPS on ATVs are likely to be most effective when the operator is
strapped to the seat by means of a seatbelt or other restraint, and that if the
operator was not restrained, the ROPS itself may cause additional injury in
the event of an accident; and

•

following from the previous point, the use of restraints would limit the
ability of the operator to be ‘rider active’ – that is, to shift one’s weight to
maintain stability of the machine, and/or to reduce the impact of shocks
through vertical movement (by using one’s legs to increase suspension, for
example).

8.33

While the Committee recognises that the use of ‘rider active’ techniques while

riding ATVs can improve the stability of those machines, the Committee also
recognises that rider active techniques are mainly effective against up and down
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movement of vehicles (‘suspension travel factor’ in Figure 9). Active riding
techniques are less significant when attempting to stabilise ATVs in situations where
rolling and pitching movements may overturn the vehicle, as noted in the report by
Monash University Accident Research Centre:
It is clear that the differences [to vehicle stability] resulting from active riding (moving
one’s posterior to the high side [to the ATV]) to non-active riding (maintaining a seated
position perpendicular to the wheel base plane) is minimal.314

8.34

In this report, rider active techniques were found to increase the stability factor

of ATVs by between 15 per cent and 19 per cent, depending on the weight of the
operator.315 The report produced by Dynamic Research Inc. showed similar results for
active riding – but highlighted the importance of active riding for suspension travel
(see Figure 9). The use of active riding techniques while travelling over uneven
surfaces is important, as it provides a means for the operator to reduce the impact of
changes in terrain on the rider, and prevent the ATV from rebounding during the
course of crossing uneven ground (that is, as noted, active riding increases the
effective suspension of the vehicle). A necessary characteristic of all effective roll
over protective structures is that the operator be securely anchored within the
protective frame by means of seatbelts, which usually means that the operator is
unable to rise from the seat to practice active riding.
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Figure 9: Characteristics of an ATV TRX 350.316

8.35

In New Zealand guidelines for the design and construction of roll over

protective structures for ATVs were prepared in 1998 by an industry working party
for the Department of Labour, though the fitting of roll over protective structures to
ATVs remained optional for farmers in that country.317 In 2002, a New Zealand study
on “quad bike” accidents found that “there is evidence both for and against the
universal use of roll over protective structures (ROPS) of the tubular steel kind.”318
The ROPS used in New Zealand at this time were generally simple poll or T-bar
designs, mounted on the back of the machine. These ROPS systems did not generally
include provision of restraints to anchor the operator to the ATV, or within the ROPS.
While the focus of this study was not on ROPS, the researcher did record opinions
from farmers involved in accidents on the effectiveness of ROPS:319 The following
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table lists some of the arguments for and against the use of roll over protective
structures on ATVs presented in the New Zealand study:
Table 28: Arguments for and against the use of ROPS on New Zealand ATVs.320
Arguments for ROPS on ATVs
Where the tip [of the ATV] is slow and to the
side, riders report being able to stay with it
confidently knowing that the roll will be
arrested.
In a side roll, the ROPS is reported to
generally dig in and arrest further movement
in any direction. In hill country this may well
save a long walk to retrieve the machine from
a gully. Damage may be reduced.
In a rearward flip, the ROPS is reported to
offer more time to bale out, as the quad sits
up on the ROPS before rolling back.

The T-bar ROPS especially is reported as an
excellent lever for putting the quad back on
its wheels after a tip.

8.36

Arguments against ROPS on ATVs
Some riders operating a lot in marginal hill
country reported sidetips [sic] without injury
or damage to be a regular enough
occurrence that they no longer viewed them
as Loss of Control Events.
The raised centre of gravity of the machine
produced by adding the ROPS presumably
increases instability and the possibility of
rolling in the first place.
However when it finally does roll in a
rearward flip the front end of the quad is
driven into the ground from a greater height,
resulting reportedly in extra damage to the
front of the machine.
Where the roll is in the forward direction and
abrupt enough that the rider is thrown clear of
the protected zone defined by the rearmounted ROPS, riders are concerned that
the ROPS tubing is capable of inflicting point
load damage on the body.

Proposals surrounding the fitting of roll over protective structures to ATVs

produced considerable interest in the course of this inquiry. To the Committee’s
knowledge, there is no existing example of a roll over protective structure device that
satisfies requirements for driver protection without substantially reducing the handling
characteristics of ATVs. This report cannot, based on available evidence, make any
recommendations concerning the fitting of roll over protective structures to ATVs.

Helmets
…you can make your hell’s angels wear bike helmets all day, and you can make
construction workers wear hard hats in Darwin, so there has to be a way that the
farmers can feel comfortable in wearing hard hats themselves.321

8.37

According to the Accident Compensation Corporation in New Zealand, use of

a helmet “could substantially reduce the risk of death or injury” attributed to ATVs.322
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However, while the use of helmets is widely accepted for road and recreational
pursuits on motorcycles, there has been an historical tendency for helmets not to be
used for farm applications. Legally, helmets are not required to be used by motorcycle
riders while on private property.323 Currently, the use of ATVs is governed by the
definition of ‘plant’. This is similar to provisions that cover tractors and other such
vehicles that are primarily intended as a means of transport other than on public roads
or rail.324 As such, there is no requirement for helmet use by ATV riders.
8.38

Common arguments heard by the Committee against the use of helmets in

farm conditions include that they were too heavy and clumsy, that they were too hot
for use in farming conditions, and that it was difficult to hear while wearing them.325
8.39

The Committee heard that a New Zealand standard has been developed for a

helmet specifically designed for use in agricultural work (NZS 8600:2200: All-Terrain
Vehicle Helmets). The helmet is designed to protect the wearer in collisions that take
place at 30 km/h or less. The standard was developed in consultation with a range of
stakeholder groups in New Zealand, particularly in the wake of high rates of
motorcycle and ATV injuries, to address key concerns of farmers about conventional
helmets. Key characteristics of the helmet are that it:

323

•

is lightweight;

•

allows free movement of air;

•

is able to be used with cell phones; and

•

offers sun protection for the neck and face.326
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The Committee believes that this standard presents an opportunity for a farmerfriendly helmet to be introduced that would afford appropriate protection in the event
of a farm accident on an ATV or motorcycle.
8.40

In January 2003, an application to Standards Australia was made by the

Victorian Government to have the New Zealand Standard (NZS 8600:2200: AllTerrain Vehicle Helmets) adopted in Australia.327 The Committee understands that
Committee CS-076 has been constituted by Standards Australia to consider this issue,
among others, in 2005.328 Consequently the Committee encourages Standards
Australia to prioritise consideration of a standard for All Terrain Vehicle helmets.
Recommendation 7:

That the State Government formally request

Australian Standards Committee CS-076 consider as a priority the
development of a Standard for All Terrain Vehicle Helmets.
8.41

The Committee believes that a helmet based on the New Zealand Standard, or

one with comparable features, would eventually make wearing head protection while
riding ATVs more acceptable to farmers and their families. However, until this
standard (or one with similar principals) is endorsed by Standards Australia, the
Committee believes there is still considerable value to be derived from more active
programs to promote the use of helmets to farming communities. While ATV
manufacturers suggest that people who ride ATVs should wear helmets, the
Committee believes that there may be more active ways to encourage this practice.
Toward this end, the Committee encourages industry to seriously consider providing
appropriate helmets free of charge on the purchase of new, non-recreational ATVs.
Recommendation 8:

That the State Government urge ATV and

agricultural motorcycle manufacturers and dealers provide an
appropriate helmet for use in farming applications upon the purchase of
new agricultural motorcycles and non-recreational ATVs; and
that these helmets be provided free of charge to the purchaser
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8.42

Wearing a helmet while riding a motorcycle or ATV is a relatively

unobtrusive way to minimise the risk of one of the major causes of death associated
with riding these vehicles, namely head trauma. While the Committee understands the
concerns expressed by some farmers about some uncomfortable features of
motorcycle helmets while performing farm work, the Committee also believes that
any discomfort is far outweighed by the safety benefit associated with wearing
helmets.
8.43

The Committee believes that a program should be developed with the specific

aim of encouraging farmers, farm workers and their families to wear helmets at all
times while riding motorcycles and ATVs. This program could adopt an advocacy
role with regard to helmet use, by targeting a wide range of media to ensure that all
images of people riding ATVs and motorcycles show those people wearing
appropriate helmets. Furthermore, the program should develop and distribute
information materials and promotional activities to highlight the importance of
wearing appropriate head protection while riding ATVs and motorcycles, whether on
private or public land.
8.44

The Committee notes that the ATV industry also supports the use of helmets

by people riding those vehicles. Mr David Baines, Executive Manager of the Business
Operations Division, Kawasaki, told the Committee that the industry favoured, among
other things, the introduction of legislation to compel people to wear helmets while
riding ATVs:
…the industry’s united view is that legislation is needed to enforce the safer use of ATVs.
In particular the legislation is needed in six key areas — the compulsory wearing of
helmets, a ban on those under 16 riding adult sized ATVs, a ban on carrying passengers
on single operator ATVs, introducing a ‘userworthy’ certificate, and introducing
amendments to relevant occupational health and safety legislation. Further, we suggest
that legislation be marked to be introduced to ensure that all ATVs sold in Australia
comply with the ANSI 2001 standard.329

8.45

The Committee does not believe that the introduction of legislative measures

to compel people to wear helmets is practical, particularly given the substantial
challenges that would be presented for any agency responsible for enforcing such
legislation. However, the Committee does encourage the ATV and motorcycles
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David Baines, Executive Manager, Business Operations Division, Kawasaki, Public Hearing,
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industries to support the advocacy and information program discussed above, as one
means to encourage safer practice on ATVs and motorcycles over time.
Recommendation 9:

That the State Government establish a program

to encourage riders of ATVs and motor cycles to wear an appropriate
helmet at all times, and;
•

that this program focus particularly on portrayal of helmet use in

both the mass media and in government publications; and
•

that the State Government seek to obtain a financial contribution

from the ATV industry to support this program in the mass media.

Children and All Terrain Vehicles
8.46

A number of witnesses before the Committee expressed concern at the

proportion of injuries and deaths that occurred among children while riding adult
sized ATVs.330 As noted above, the Committee heard from David Baines, Executive
Director of the Business Operations Division, Kawasaki that the ATV industry
recommended ATVs intended for farming applications should not be operated by
people aged sixteen years and less.331
8.47

The Committee acknowledges that ATV manufacturers discourage the use of

adult machines by children – namely through the use of decal stickers warning against
this practice. However, a large number of children drive ATVs on Victorian farms.
Whether these children ride adult sized ATVs for recreational or work purposes, the
Committee is of the opinion that the risk to children while riding adult ATVs is
unacceptably high. Children are at risk while riding adult ATVs because adult ATVs
are too powerful for children to operate safely, and because children are not big
enough or strong enough to safely control adult ATVs. For these reasons children
should not be permitted to ride adult ATVs under any circumstances.
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Finding 9:

The Committee finds that unacceptable risk is associated

with the use of adult-sized ATVs by children aged under sixteen years.

Active riding and All Terrain Vehicles
8.48

The Committee also notes that in some circumstances ATVs can present

dangers to people with reduced mobility. An important observation to be made in
regard to Figure 9 (page 116) is that the effect of active riding techniques on ATV roll
and pitch forces (that is, the tendency for sideways rolling movement and forwards
rolling movement) is relatively limited. Moreover, it is notable that the effect of active
rider techniques estimated in Figure 9, and in the Monash University Accident
Research Centre report332 were based on adult male operators. The actual effect of
rider active techniques is dependent on a number of operator variables, including:

8.49

•

height of the operator;

•

weight of the operator; and

•

mobility of the operator.

This means that people who lack any (or all) of these characteristics will not

be able to employ rider active techniques to stabilise the vehicle effectively. People
who lack these characteristics will often include children and people with reduced
mobility – the latter including, in some cases, older farmers. The Committee notes
that the versatility of ATVs means that people will often be able to go places that they
would not ordinarily be able to go – but that in the context of uneven or difficult
terrain, those people may not be as capable of using rider-active techniques to prevent
incidents. The Committee believes that the limitations on ATV use associated with
reduced mobility, as well as the dangers associated with the use of adult ATVs by
children, should be widely publicised.
Finding 10: Because of their limited ability to practice ‘active’ riding on
adult ATVs, children and people with limited mobility are at substantial
risk while riding those vehicles.
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All Terrain Vehicle passengers and attachments
8.50

The Committee also heard that there were significant risks associated with

carrying passengers on ATVs, and that some ATV attachments (such as spray units)
could adversely affect the handling characteristics of ATVs.
8.51

ATV manufacturers specify that passengers should not be carried on vehicles

that are not designed for this purpose, which includes most four-wheel models.
Passengers on ATVs are not recommended because they may interfere with the
operator’s ability to practice ‘active riding’, and thus increase the risk of accidents
while driving ATVs.
8.52

The Committee also heard that ATV attachments, such as spray units, could

alter the handling characteristics of ATVs.333 These changes in handling
characteristics could make an ATV more unstable in certain circumstances (such as
while traversing a hill), and increase the risk of accident. This was likely to occur if
the attachment being used exceeded the rated loading capacity of the ATV.334
Attachments for ATVs are typically produced by third parties (that is, not by ATV
manufacturers), with some attachment designs producing greater instability when
attached to machines than others. For example, this is the case with some older spray
unit designs that lack baffles to reduce the movement of liquid within the tank –
although all attachments alter the handling characteristics of ATVs and tend to
increase a vehicles’s instability.
8.53

Over the course of this inquiry, the Committee heard evidence that more could

be done to ensure that users of ATVs were adequately trained in the use of these
vehicles, that they wore helmets, refused to take passengers, and that they used ATVs
that were appropriately matched to their age, size and mobility. The Committee
believes that there are opportunities for the State Government and other stakeholders
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to reduce the incidence of ATV accidents on Victorian farms. In particular, there is
also an opportunity for further public education about the safe use of ATVs.
Recommendation 10:

That the State Government introduce an

education program to demonstrate that:
•

children should not ride adult-sized ATVs; and

•

passengers should not be carried on ATVs; and

•

loading and attachments should not exceed manufacturer’s
recommendations.

Children and motorcycles
8.54

Motorcycles feature prominently in child farm injury and fatality statistics.335

In a small study conducted in the Northern Victoria / Western Riverina region it was
found that more than one quarter of motorbike injuries occurred in the 0-14 year age
group. More than 85 per cent of these children were aged between 11 and 14 years,
and more than one third of these children were girls.336 Motorcycle injuries and deaths
often occur when children ride adult-sized machines. As is the case with ATVs,
children lack the strength and/or experience to use adult-sized motorcycles safely. A
number of motorcycle accidents on Victorian farms occur when children ride for
recreational purposes.337
8.55

The Committee recognises that on many farms children are actively

contributing members of farming families, and that their assistance during farming
activities is an integral part of daily farm life. However, the Committee is also of the
opinion that children should not be subject to risk of injury while conducting work on
family farms. The use of adult-sized motorcycles by children presents one such risk.
Consequently, the Committee believes that children should not be permitted to ride
adult-sized motorcycles under any circumstances. The Committee urges parents to
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take extreme care when allowing children to ride motorcycles. In particular, parents
should ensure that:
•

motorcycles are appropriately matched to the age and size of the child;

•

children wear appropriate protective clothing while riding motorcycles;

•

helmets are worn at all times while riding motorcycles; and

•

children are adequately trained and possess sufficient skills to operate the
motorcycle safely.

Finding 11: The Committee finds that unacceptable risk is associated
with the use of adult-sized motorcycles by children aged under sixteen
years.

The media, All Terrain Vehicles and motorcycles
8.56

As the Committee noted in Chapter Three, motorcycle and ATV accidents

feature prominently in farm injury statistics for children and adults. During the course
of this inquiry the Committee identified a number of instances (including government
publications, commercial newspapers and visual media) where unsafe practice for
riding ATVs and/or motorcycles was presented. Examples included images of people
failing to wear helmets while riding ATVs or motorcycles, carrying passengers on
ATVs, and so on. For this reason the Committee believes that the State Government,
industry stakeholders and the media should work to ensure that best practice for riding
ATVs and motorcycles is portrayed in all media.
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Recommendation 11:

That the State Government ensure that safe

use of ATVs and motorcycles is portrayed in all government
publications; and
that the State Government work with industry and media stakeholders to
develop a Code of Practice for the safe portrayal of ATV and motorcycle
use, with specific attention paid to:
•

helmet use;

•

passengers;

•

loading and attachments; and

•

age-appropriate vehicles.

Guarding
A lot of times guards are removed from machinery to make it more operational in the
field, and the safety of the user is not taken into consideration. A lot has to go to change
that mentality. In my farming area I see the three biggest accidents involve augers,
headers and slashers. I have seen quite horrific things that nearly happened, but I can
see those things nearly happen every harvest, and nothing changes.338

8.57

The Committee heard that the removal of guarding from farm machinery was

a recurrent issue, as the quote above suggests, and one that contributed substantially to
the risk of injury and fatality on Victorian farms. The Committee heard that in most
cases guarding was removed by farmers in order to facilitate the maintenance of
equipment, or to facilitate other routine farm work. Mr Kym Grosser of Irwin Motors
Farm Machinery told the Committee that as many as nine in every ten items of plant
and machinery brought to him for sale as second hand equipment lacked guarding that
was provided with that equipment when new:
Before a tractor goes out we make sure that it has a ROPS and that the guards are back
on it — the whole lot. Like I said, we trade in second hand machines and we have got to
send guys out to get those guards back 9 times out of 10 and get them on the machinery,
so that when we sell something those guards are on it. Even on new machines there is an
area where we sign and the farmer signs that this machine is fitted with guards, rollover
protection and whatever. We say that we are fully aware of it and that they are there for
a reason. What happens after that is up to them.339
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8.58

The removal of guarding from farm equipment is a substantial source of risk to

people who work on farms. The Committee also recognises that the production of
machinery or the modification of equipment by farmers can also create potential risk,
as such equipment is often produced without due consideration for potential sources
of injury. For example, two of the Victorian farm deaths that occurred between July
2000 and June 2003 were associated with the use of augers, both of which had been
modified by the people involved, and which had not been provided with adequate
guarding.340
8.59

The Committee believes that this is an issue of considerable importance in

Victorian farming, that farmers should be encouraged to leave guarding in place or to
refit guarding to farm machinery if required. The Committee recognises that a number
of horrific injuries occur on Victorian farms as a consequence of people becoming
entangled in machinery. In many of these cases, guarding that could have prevented
the incident from occurring was deliberately removed prior to the accident, or the
machinery in question was never adequately guarded.
8.60

While the predominant focus on farms, and by farmers generally, is to find

more effective ways to increase productivity, the consequences of some of these
actions in terms of increased risk of injury should also be strenuously highlighted.
Toward this end, the Committee regards WorkSafe as the agency best placed to
introduce a campaign aimed at increasing farmers awareness of risk associated with
the removal of guarding, and to encourage the fitting of such equipment.
Recommendation 12:

That Government and WorkSafe continue its

media campaign to encourage farmers and people who work on farms to
ensure safety equipment, particularly guarding, not be removed from
farm machinery or plant.

Farm vehicles
8.61

As is evident from the preceding discussions, the Committee formed a view

through its consultations with witnesses that there is a need for improved access to
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training in the use of a range of farm vehicles. While many farmers possess adequate
skills and experience to operate farm vehicles safely during ordinary work activities,
many people who operate vehicles on farms would benefit from basic training in the
operation of vehicles, and experienced users may also benefit from participation in
more advanced courses on farm vehicle operation.
8.62

As noted in Chapter Three, motorcycles and ATVs are associated with a

substantial proportion of injuries that occur in farm injury statistics for people aged
over 15 years. A recent study presented evidence that training in the use of ATVs can
lead to a reduction in the number of injuries associated with ATV use,341 and although
the results of this study were not conclusive, the Committee believes that a principle
of encouraging people to undertake training in the use of specific vehicles is of
considerable merit. Toward this end, the Committee would like to encourage
Government and industry to work together to provide tangible incentives for people to
undertake vehicle training.
Recommendation 13:

That Government provide complimentary

vouchers for training courses on the safe operation of ATVs and tractors
upon purchase of new and second-hand ATVs and tractors, or upon the
purchase of rural properties.

Conclusion
8.63

The Committee heard a wide range of concerns concerning the safe use of

plant, machinery and equipment on Victorian farms. During the course of its inquiries
the Committee noted that the use of tractors, motorcycles and ATVs, guarding on
farm equipment, and the general use of farm vehicles were among some of the most
pressing issues requiring further attention in order to reduce farm injuries and deaths.
Other issues associated with farm safety are considered in the following chapters.
8.64

While the Committee believes that, in general, educational and health

promotion approaches are most appropriately employed as ways to encourage safer
practice on Victorian farms, the Committee also recommends a key ‘engineering’
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solution to reduce the incidence of injury on farms. This is the fitting of Safe Tractor
Access Platforms to tractors without appropriate means for safe entry and exit.
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Chapter Nine
Farm environment, management and culture
Introduction
9.1

This Chapter deals with aspects of farm safety other than those associated with

the use of plant and equipment. These include minimising risks to children on
Victorian farms, the effect of long term exposure to noise with associated hearing
loss, risks associated with electrical supplies and cables, animal behaviour and people
new to farming. The high incidence of suicide among farmers (and particularly older
farmers) is also addressed, although the Committee recognises that significantly more
work needs to be done in this area.

Children on farms
Just because your child grew up sitting on your knee driving the farm ute does not mean
that same child at age 10 should be sent down the paddock with a ute and bin, but it
happens. Farmers do not perceive that that is a risk because it is a mindset that has gone
from generation to generation. A lot of times it is not perceived as a risk, because a farm
is sometimes not perceived as a business. I would not allow my husband to take my
children into his workplace, the same way that someone who works in a steel mill would
not take their four year old to work. There seem to be two mindsets against what is a safe
workplace and what is just a family farming enterprise. This has to change.342

9.2

Issues surrounding the presence of children on farms, including the presence

of children in farm working environments, were raised repeatedly by witnesses before
the Committee.343 As has been noted in earlier chapters, Victorian farms are usually
homes as well as workplaces. This presents a number of challenges to farming
families. One of the main safety implications is that children may be exposed to
dangerous activities. In many families one or both parents work elsewhere and
facilities for formal childcare are often limited in rural communities, implying that
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children may be present in the farm workplace. Indeed, many families believe that
the inclusion of children in farm work activities forms an important part of their
development, and that the experience they gain from working on farms provides them
with a valuable and practical education in life.344
9.3

Injuries to children that occur on farms, and in particular injuries that result in

the death of children are a concern to all. Male children typically represent a higher
proportion of all children who die on farms, with more than three quarters of children
aged 14 years and less who died on Australian farms between 1989 and 1992 being
boys.345
9.4

In Victoria between July 2000 and June 2003, twelve children died on

Victorian farms, including seven boys and five girls.346 Half of these deaths occurred
as a result of drowning, with five of these deaths occurring in farm dams, and one in
an irrigation channel. All of the drowning deaths occurred in the 0-4 year age group.
Table 29: Unintentional farm deaths of children by age and agent, Victoria July
2000 – June 2003.347
Agent
0-4 years
5-9 years
10-14 years
Machinery and fixed plant
0
0
1
Mobile plant and transport
3
1
0
Materials and substances
0
0
1
Environmental agencies
6*
0
0
Total
9
1
2
*In five cases death occurred in a farm dam, in the remaining cases the death
occurred in an irrigation channel. All deaths were by drowning.

9.5

In a joint study conducted in 2002 the Department of Human Services and the

Victorian State Coroner’s Office identified child drowning in farm dams as an
important issue. This study found five major factors that were present in all cases of
child drowning in farm dams:
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•

“The toddler [sic] had reached a stage in their development where their
gross motor skills enabled them to climb and wander some distance and
their social skills had developed to a point where they were content to play
on their own. In some cases the onset of this stage in their development
had been recent;

•

“Low level of carer supervision immediately prior to the incident;

•

“Toddler located outside the house;

•

“Dam located in the vicinity of the house; and

•

“Insufficient barriers between the yard and the dam.”348

These factors were also relevant to the child drowning deaths that occurred on
Victorian farms between July 2000 and June 2003.349
9.6

The Committee notes that some recent initiatives by farm safety organisations

have endeavoured to promote safer environments for children on farms. Farmsafe
Australia has promoted material that describes measures that can be taken to improve
the safety of children.350 These include providing securely fenced play areas that allow
convenient surveillance by parents and carers; and setting clear rules about ‘out of
bounds’ areas for those children that are old enough to comprehend such rules.
Farmsafe Australia also suggests that protective equipment should be used whilst
riding motorcycles and that riders should be appropriately trained, and recommends
that manufacturers’ recommendations be adhered to regarding children and
passengers riding ‘quadrunners’ (ATVs) – namely, that children aged less than 16
years be prevented from riding ATVs, and that ATVs should not take passengers.351
Furthermore, Farmsafe Australia advises that children should be encouraged to keep
away from tractors and machinery on farms, that they should not be allowed to ride as
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passengers on tractors, and that they should not ride horses without appropriate
protective equipment, or horses that are not suited to their age or riding ability.352
9.7

These suggestions are intended to address the most common causes of child

injury and death on Australian (and Victorian) farms.353 Of course the outcome that
the community would like to see achieved is that death and injury of children on
farms is eliminated. However, a number of factors such as work demands,
longstanding beliefs about appropriate activities for children, cost factors and so on
may prevent farmers from implementing the measures suggested by Farmsafe
Australia. The Committee recognises this. However, the devastating consequences of
the death or injury of a child on a farm must also be acknowledged and addressed by
policy makers354. This view was supported by many of the witnesses to the
Committee.355 To this end, the Committee notes that measures suggested by Farmsafe
Australia address the main risks to children on farms, and so encourages Victoria’s
farming community to implement them.
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Finding 12: That the main risks to children on Victorian farms may be
addressed by ensuring that as many of the following measures as
possible are implemented on Victorian farms:
•

construction of safe play areas (for example, by creating a secure

fence around a farm house) for young children;
•

appropriate training and protective clothing for riding age-

appropriate motorcycles and ATVs;
•

preventing children under 16 years from riding ATVs or

motorcycles (unless the ATV or motorcycle is designed for use by
children);
•

preventing all people from riding as passengers on ATVs;

•

ensuring children only ride horses appropriate to their age and

ability, and that they wear protective clothing, including correctly fitting
helmets and boots;
•

preventing children riding as passengers on, and encouraging

them to keep away from, tractors and mobile plant;
•

ensuring children wear seatbelts in farm vehicles, and that they

never ride on the back of utilities;
•

keeping vehicle and mobile plant keys out of reach of children

when not in use; and
•

identifying and assessing other on-farm hazards that children

could access.

Hearing impairment
Some of the things appear in the statistics very quickly – the fatalities. But the injuries
and the health issues don't necessarily; for example, the use of hazardous substances and
dangerous goods, noise-induced hearing loss, even the impact of stress and these sorts of
things.356

9.8

In 1999 and 2001 a study was conducted on hearing among 808 young people

that worked in farm environments.357 These ‘young adult farmers’ attended a hearing
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screening program provided at agricultural field days in New South Wales,
Queensland, Victoria and Tasmania.358 The study found that 58.5 per cent of these
young men suffered from tinnitus (characterized by perception of a ringing or beating
sound), with 43.8 per cent of men finding their tinnitus to be an annoyance, and a
small number finding that tinnitus substantially interfered with their everyday life.359
9.9

The study found that hearing protective equipment was not worn by a

significant proportion of farm workers in a number of situations on farms where
hearing loss could potentially occur. In particular, the report suggested that the
increased use of hearing protection during the operation of firearms would be of
considerable benefit, “as noise from a firearm is typically greater than 140 decibels at
the shooter’s ear and is known to cause instantaneous damage to a persons hearing.”360
Of the young men surveyed for this study, more than 65 per cent “never” used hearing
protection while operating firearms.
Table 30: Frequency of wearing hearing protection in selected noisy situations,
young adults, agricultural field days 1997-2001.361
Noisy situation
Driving a tractor without cabin
Operating a chainsaw
Using firearms
Using workshop tools
Other situations

9.10

Frequency of wearing hearing protection
Always
Sometimes
Never
22.8%
34.0%
43.2%
31.5%
25.1%
43.5%
9.7%
24.7%
65.7%
17.8%
27.9%
54.2%
61.5%
27.6%
10.9%

While little specific evidence has been collated on the extent or severity of

hearing loss specifically focusing on Victorian farming communities, the Committee
acknowledges that hearing loss among farmers is a health issue that is relatively
preventable with use of hearing protection. For this reason the Committee encourages
community health and government organisations to continue to promote hearing
protection and awareness, particularly within the farming community.
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Animals
Animals are unpredictable. We hear a lot about machinery accidents, but we do not hear
anything about cattle. I do not think there is any person who could tell me how you can
handle a couple of bad tempered bulls safely in a small yard. You cannot. You just have
to use your nut.362

9.11

The number of deaths on Victorian farms associated with animals is not large.

Between July 2000 and June 2003, only one animal related death occurred on
Victorian farms, and this involved a farmer who was working with animals at the time
of the incident.363 However, animal related injuries account for a significant proportion
of injuries that occur on farms. Injuries are associated with the management of
livestock on meat and dairy farms, and with riding horses. As we saw in Chapter
Three, between 1993 and 2002 injuries associated with farm animals accounted for
11.7 per cent of Victorian hospital admissions resulting from farm-related incidents
among adults aged 15 years and over, and injuries associated with riding horses
accounted for 4.1 per cent of hospital admissions among adults.364 For children aged
less than 15 years during the same period, 5.8 per cent of Victorian hospital
admissions were associated with riding horses on farms, and 5.2 per cent of hospital
admissions were associated with other farm animals.365
9.12

In Australia between 1989 and 1992 deaths caused by animals (other than

those associated with riding horses) accounted for a small proportion of farm
fatalities.366 Deaths associated with horses accounted for a higher proportion of work
related and bystander deaths during this period (24 deaths associated with horses as
compared to six deaths associated with ‘other animals’).367
9.13

The Committee recognises that farm animals are sometimes unpredictable, and

that handling animals on farms is likely always to have an element of risk attached.
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However, there are some measures that can be taken when riding horses to minimise
the risk of injury, such as wearing helmets that meet the Australian Standard. The
Committee encourages the farming community to seriously consider wearing
appropriate protection – particularly helmets – while riding horses.

Cables and conduits
9.14

A number of witnesses told the Committee that safety could be improved if

electrical safety switches (such as cut-out switches and emergency stop switches)
were more widely installed on Victorian farms.368 Yossi Berger and Sam Beechy of
the Australian Workers’ Union suggested that small, practical measures such as the
installation of safety switches in shearing sheds and other work environments would
encourage a culture of occupational safety on Victorian farms “by making small
changes in small workplaces in small communities”.369 Mr Andrew Sullivan of the
Victorian Farm Safety Training Centre told the Committee that in his opinion safety
switches should be fitted in all farm workshops as a simple measure to remove risk of
electrocution.
9.15

In Warrnambool the Committee heard evidence presented by Max

Clutterbuck, an experienced fencing contractor and farmer, that the location of
electricity cables and conduits was often inadequately marked on farms, and that this
presented a hazard when using augers and post drivers.370 This was a particular hazard
when farms were sold to new owners, as in many cases knowledge about the location
of cables and conduits was not passed on to the new owners.371 In order to reduce the
chances of people inadvertently making contact with cables and conduits while
digging on farms, Mr Clutterbuck suggested that their location on the farm should be
mapped, and that weather-proof signs also be fixed to show where cables and conduits
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lie. The Committee believes that the mapping of farm cables and conduits is a
valuable suggestion. These maps should be prepared upon sale of a farm to ensure
that the new owners are aware of the location of cables and conduits.
Recommendation 14:

That upon sale of farm properties, farm owners

be required to provide maps showing the location of underground
electrical cables and conduits to farm purchasers; and
•

that upon installation or placement of new cable or conduits, the

farm owner be required to indicate the location of the cable or conduit
on such a map; and
•

that such maps be made available, upon request, to any person

engaged in labour that may cause them to come into contact with
buried electrical cable or conduits.

New farmers
9.16

The Committee heard from a number of witnesses that people were entering

farming with little, or limited, knowledge of farming environments and hazards.372 Mr
Kurzman, a farmer from Kilmore, told the Committee of his experience as a new
farmer:
I came out of Melbourne 15 years ago. In the first five years I was a large hobby farmer.
I have my own farm and I agist on neighbouring farms. Basically what happened in my
case was a lack of information and, I suppose you could say, complacency. I rolled my
tractor, cut my finger off with a chainsaw and poisoned myself with chemicals — you
name it!373 Since then I have done all the courses, such as farm chemicals courses,
chainsaw course — the whole lot!

9.17

Some witnesses suggested that new farmers were more likely to suffer injury

on Victorian farms.374 The Committee, however, has no substantial evidence for that

372

Cathy McGowan, Member, Board of Management, Australian Women in Agriculture, Public
Hearing, Wangaratta, 15 April 2004; Sharon O'Brien, Member, Australian Women in Agriculture,
Public Hearing, Wangaratta, 15 April 2004; Graeme Prince, individual, Public Hearing, Modewarre, 9
March 2004; David Rich, individual, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 21 January 2004.
373
Graham Kurzman, individual, Public Hearing, Seymour, 14 April 2004, p. 27.
374
Anita Hallett, Committee Member, Meerlieu and District Rural Community Group, Public Hearing,
Lakes Entrance, 6 April 2004; Graham Kurzman, individual, Public Hearing, Seymour, 14 April 2004;
Lisa Linton, Health Promotions Officer, Mitchell Community Health Services, Public Hearing,
Seymour, 14 April 2004; Graeme Prince, individual, Public Hearing, Modewarre, 9 March 2004; Sarah
Thompson, Member, Glenaroua Land Management Group, Public Hearing, Seymour, 14 April 2004.
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claim.375 However, the Committee did agree with a number of witnesses who called
for better education and training resources to be provided to new farmers.376 The
Committee was also interested in a suggestion by Mr Robert Pearce that ‘farm
mentors’ should be encouraged within country communities to guide new farmers as
they learn how to manage their properties.377
9.18

The Victorian Department of Primary Industries offers a basic checklist of

issues to bear in mind when considering purchase of rural properties.378 However,
there are few educational resources for new farmers that are both easily accessible and
relatively comprehensive. For this reason, the Committee believes that it would be
worthwhile for a kit to be prepared that offers basic information about the safe
management of farm properties, and particularly farm machinery, plant, animals and
chemicals, for people with little or no experience in farming. This kit should be
distributed to all new owners upon purchase of farm properties – including small
blocks – through an appropriate body such as local government, WorkSafe, or real
estate agents. The Committee believes that this resource should be promoted through
the ‘Living Together in Rural Victoria’ initiative currently operated through the
Department of Primary Industries.379
Recommendation 15:

That an information kit be prepared by the

Department of Primary Industries detailing best farming occupation
health and safety practice, and that this kit be distributed in concert with
the ‘Living Together in Rural Victoria’ initiative.

375

See also Lesley Day, Senior Research Fellow, Monash University Accident Research Centre, Public
Hearing, Melbourne, 17 November 2003.
376
Cathy McGowan, Member, Board of Management, Australian Women in Agriculture, Public
Hearing, Wangaratta, 15 April 2004; Sharon O'Brien, Member, Australian Women in Agriculture,
Public Hearing, Wangaratta, 15 April 2004; Graeme Prince, individual, Public Hearing, Modewarre, 9
March 2004; David Rich, individual, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 21 January 2004.
377
Robert Pearce, individual, Public Hearing, Seymour, 14 April 2004, p. 23.
378
Department of Primary Industries, 'A checklist of questions to ask before you buy a small property',
viewed 13 May 2005,
<http://www.dpi.vic.gov.au/dpi/nreninf.nsf/childdocs/C835B1CE4BC7F1D04A2568B30004FC377A1
81680657C7E41CA256BC800040FF79C67A4C1C74B3A2E4A256DEA0028279DE32DB66441C2B
4A0CA256BCF000AD4C4?open>.
379
The ‘Living Together in Rural Victoria’ initiative aims to provide rural residents with information
about important features of life in rural Victoria. Department of Primary Industries, 'Living together in
rural Victoria', viewed 12 July 2005, <http://www.dpi.vic.gov.au/dpi/nrenfa.nsf/FID/92E7E6C261AB8B8CCA256B91001F6274?OpenDocument>.

140

Chapter Nine – issues surrounding farm environment, management and culture

Mental health
9.19

The Committee received substantial evidence that mental health among

farmers and farming families in rural and regional Victoria is a significant issue, as it
is in many developed societies.380 According to Dr Penny Eagan-Vine of the National
Association for Loss and Grief, depression could have a severe effect on people in
farming families. In some cases Dr Egan-Vine suggested that the fact that many
farmers conducted their work in isolation could intensify feelings of depression if they
occurred.381 Dr Egan-Vine also noted a number of other factors that made the
identification and treatment of depression a very challenging task in farming
communities.
Comparing what is happening on farms to what is happening in other industries, one of
the biggest things about being on farms is the isolation, the access to lethal weapons, and
a significant community stigma related to mental illness and the independence of
farmers. I was listening to the other people talking about masculinity — that sense of
getting on and doing the job and going in. Part of being a farmer is doing what is
difficult and not complaining because there are no other choices, and that is a strong
family culture.382

9.20

Between July 2000 and June 2003, 40 farmers, farm workers and retired

farmers committed suicide. During that period 13 farm residents committed suicide on
farms (including three people aged between 10 and 19 years), and four other
individuals on farms committed suicide. Not including retired farmers, more people
working on farms died from intentional self-injury (N=36) than farmers and farm
workers who died from unintentional injuries sustained while working (N=29).383

380

Valerie Ahearn, Project Manager, Glenelg Outreach Primary Health, Public Hearing, Warrnambool,
10 March 2004; Tricia Currie, Regional Coordinator, Loddon Mallee Farm Safety, Public Hearing,
Kerang, 23 March 2004; Penny Egan-Vine, National Association for Loss and Grief, Public Hearing,
Wangaratta, 15 April 2004; Brian Gardener, Counsellor, Murray Valley Rural Counselling Group,
Public Hearing, Wangaratta, 15 April 2004; Sharon O'Brien, Member, Australian Women in
Agriculture, Public Hearing, Wangaratta, 15 April 2004; State Coroner's Office, Farm-related
fatalities in Victoria, State Coroner's Office, Melbourne, 2004.
381
Penny Egan-Vine, National Association for Loss and Grief, Public Hearing, Wangaratta, 15 April
2004, p. 12.
382
Penny Egan-Vine, National Association for Loss and Grief, Public Hearing, Wangaratta, 15 April
2004, p. 11.
383
Source: Lyndal Brugeja, Victorian State Coroner's Office, Personal Communication, 15 June 2005.
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Table 31: Intentional self-harm deaths by occupation and location, farm related
fatalities in Victoria 2000-2003.384
Occupation

Farmer or
farm worker

Livestock farmers
Crop farmers
Forestry and logging workers
Farm hands
Nursery and garden labourers
Other agricultural and horticultural workers
Non-farmers
Retired farmers
Not specified
Total

9.21

Farm
resident on
farm

Other
person on
farm

17
6
1
5
1
1

1

4
6
40

10

3

2
13

3

While a number of studies and mental health strategies have acknowledged the

importance of addressing youth suicide in rural and regional Australia,385 the
Committee was also concerned at the proportion of older farmers among Victorian
farm suicides. Excluding retired farmers, more than half of the farmers or farm
workers who died from intentional self-harm were aged more than 50 years old.
Table 32: Intentional self-harm deaths by age, gender and occupation, farm
related fatalities in Victoria 2000-2003.386

Age
0-9
10-19
20-29
30-39
40-49
50-59
60-69
70-79
80+
Sub total
Total

384

Farmer or farm worker
(retired farmer)
Male
Female
1
5
4
7
8
1
4 (1)
1
2
1
2 (3)
37
3
40

Farm resident on farm
Male
1
3
3
3
1
-

Female
2
2

11
13

Other person on farm
Male
1
1
1
3

Female
1
1
4

Source: State Coroner's Office, Farm-related fatalities in Victoria, State Coroner's Office,
Melbourne, 2004, p. 47.
385
W Bartik, N Kowalenko, K Whitefield & A Wignall, 'Anxiety and depression in young people',
Youth Studies Australia, vol. 20, no. 3, 2001; C Cantor & M Coory, 'Is there a rural suicide problem?'
Australian Journal of Public Health, vol. 17, no. 4, 1993; M Dudley, N Kelk, T Florio, J Howard & B
Waters, 'Suicide among young Australians, 1964-1993: an interstate comparison of metropolitan and
rural trends', Medical Journal of Australia, vol. 169, 1998; L Fragar & R Franklin, The health and
safety of Australian's farming community, ACAHS & RIRDC, Moree, 2000.
386
Source: State Coroner's Office, Farm-related fatalities in Victoria, State Coroner's Office,
Melbourne, 2004, p. 47.
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9.22

A variety of explanations were offered for the high incidence of suicide by

farmers and of depression among farmers and their families, during the Committee’s
public hearings. Some of these included:
•

financial pressures (particularly those associated with prolonged
drought);387

•

social isolation, a tendency toward stoicism among farming
communities;388

•

overstretched mental health services in rural and regional Victoria;389 and

•

the stress on older farmers who are no longer considered ‘good farmers’
because they are ill-equipped to perform bureaucratic and financial
reporting tasks to today’s standards.390

9.23

The Committee recognises that the incidence of suicide among farmers and

farming families is an important issue, and that there is an urgent need for work to be
done to address mental health issues in farming families and rural communities. In the
Committee’s opinion, the complexity of issues surrounding mental health in rural and
regional Victoria requires a dedicated program to address farm-related suicide, the
effects of suicide on farm families and farming communities, and the availability of
adequate mental health services in country Victoria. The gravity of this problem
means that it cannot be fully explored or resolved in the context of this general report
on farm safety.

387

Valerie Ahearn, Project Manager, Glenelg Outreach Primary Health, Public Hearing, Warrnambool,
10 March 2004; Penny Egan-Vine, National Association for Loss and Grief, Public Hearing,
Wangaratta, 15 April 2004; Brian Gardener, Counsellor, Murray Valley Rural Counselling Group,
Public Hearing, Wangaratta, 15 April 2004; Clay Manners, General Manager, Policy, Victorian
Farmers Federation, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24 November 2003; Sharon O'Brien, Member,
Australian Women in Agriculture, Public Hearing, Wangaratta, 15 April 2004.
388
Valerie Ahearn, Project Manager, Glenelg Outreach Primary Health, Public Hearing, Warrnambool,
10 March 2004; Penny Egan-Vine, National Association for Loss and Grief, Public Hearing,
Wangaratta, 15 April 2004; Brian Gardener, Counsellor, Murray Valley Rural Counselling Group,
Public Hearing, Wangaratta, 15 April 2004; Sharon O'Brien, Member, Australian Women in
Agriculture, Public Hearing, Wangaratta, 15 April 2004; Frank Vaia, individual, Public Hearing,
Wangaratta, 15 April 2004.
389
Valerie Ahearn, Project Manager, Glenelg Outreach Primary Health, Public Hearing, Warrnambool,
10 March 2004; Penny Egan-Vine, National Association for Loss and Grief, Public Hearing,
Wangaratta, 15 April 2004; Sharon O'Brien, Member, Australian Women in Agriculture, Public
Hearing, Wangaratta, 15 April 2004.
390
Penny Egan-Vine, National Association for Loss and Grief, Public Hearing, Wangaratta, 15 April
2004, p. 11.
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Recommendation 16:

That the State Government make a

concentrated effort to improve the delivery of mental health services in
rural and regional Victoria, noting in particular the need for focused
programs to address suicide and mental illness among farmers, retired
farmers, farm workers, and farming families.

Conclusion
9.24

The Committee has noted in this chapter that risks associated with some

aspects of farming can be addressed. These include risks to children on farms, and
those associated with animals, hearing loss, electrical facilities, and the proper
preparation of new farmers for farm work.
9.25

The Committee recognises that farming in Victoria is a changing enterprise,

and that over time substantial improvements to safety on Victorian farms have
occurred through innovations such as improved work practices and safer machinery.
As is the case in any workplace, accidents do occur and the consequences of these
cannot always be avoided. However, the Committee believes that there remains room
for improvement to safety conditions on Victorian farms and encourages further
efforts to reduce the number of injuries and deaths that occur.
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Chapter Ten
Legislative and regulatory issues
Introduction
10.1

An important part of any business operation is the management and

consideration of legislative and regulatory requirements. A number of witnesses
before the Committee raised observations about the effect of legislation and regulation
on their farming activities. Some expressed views about the most appropriate role for
enforcement of, and education about, statutory requirements. These views were wideranging, from calls for an increased focus on legislative controls and enforcement to
ensure safe practice on farms, to calls for a reduction in the amount of ‘red tape’
currently affecting farm management. These issues and related suggestions are
considered in the following pages.

Changes to legislation during the course of this inquiry
10.2

Most provisions in the Occupational Health and Safety Act 2004 (Vic) came

into force on 1 July 2005 when it replaced the Occupational Health and Safety Act
1985 (Vic). It is important to note that all of the Committee’s public consultations,
including its public hearings, were conducted between 2003 and 2004, so most
witnesses referred to the previous Act during their consultations with the Committee.

The legislative and regulatory framework.
10.3

The responsibilities of individuals and organisations working in the agriculture

industry, including equipment and plant designers, manufacturers and retailers, farm
employers and employees, are set out in a number of acts of the Parliament of
Victoria and state government regulations . The legislation of primary relevance to
health and safety in workplaces is the Occupational Health and Safety Act 2004 (Vic).
This Act determines, among other things, the responsibility of all people in
workplaces to ensure the health, safety and welfare of all people engaged in work, and
all people who might be subject to risk in connection with that work.
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10.4

In Victoria the Occupational Health and Safety Act 2004 (Vic) determines the

general responsibilities of employers, manufacturers and suppliers of plant and
equipment, and employees with regard to health and safety within the workplace.
Other acts, such as the Dangerous Goods Act 1985 (Vic) and the Equipment (Public
Safety) Act 1995 (Vic) are also potentially relevant to farming operations. These are
enacted by the Parliament of Victoria. In addition, the Governor-in-Council and/or the
Victorian Government have the right under the Occupational Health and Safety Act
2004 (Vic) to issue regulations which provide rules concerning occupational health
and safety matters.

Regulations
10.5

The Occupational Health and Safety Act 2004 (Vic) requires duty holders391

(such as employers) to ensure that working environments are safe and without risks to
health. The regulations provide detailed descriptions of how this is to occur for
specific activities and contexts. The regulations which were created under the
Occupational Health and Safety Act 1985 (Vic), remain in force under the
Occupational Health and Safety Act 2004 (Vic). However, these regulations will only
remain in force until they are either revoked, or until two years has passed since the
commencement of the new Act (that is, until 1 July 2007). This means that new
regulations will be introduced under the new Act, where appropriate, to replace the
regulations that expire on 1 July 2007.
10.6

In those circumstances where current regulations of the Occupational Health

and Safety Act 2004 (Vic) require duty holders to control risks associated with specific
activities or issues, a three stage process is required:
•

Hazard identification: the identification of all potential hazards to health
and safety associated with the installation, commissioning, erection and/or
use of the thing to which the regulations apply (if relevant), including uses
for which the thing was not intended;

391

‘Duty holders’ is a term used here to refer to agents such as employers, self-employed, occupiers of
workplaces, manufacturers and/or employees.
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•

Risk assessment: an assessment conducted to determine whether there is
any risk associated with any of the hazards identified during the Hazard
Identification, including documentation of the method used to assess the
risk in specific circumstances (depending on the specific regulations in
question);

•

Control of risk: where any risk is identified in relation to a hazard, the
risk must be eliminated. If no practicable means are available to eliminate
the risk, it is to be reduced as far as possible.

10.7

The Committee understands that the regulations to be developed for

introduction following 1 July 2007 will broadly coincide with the national priorities
described in the National OHS Strategy 2002-2012, which was endorsed by the
Workplace Relations Ministers’ Council in 2002. Under the National Priority Action
Plan, regulatory frameworks for manual handling, construction, dangerous goods,
noise, certification, major hazard facilities and falls prevention are prioritised. New
regulations will be subject to public consultation prior to the Minister making an order
approving those regulations. The Committee understands that consultation between
the Victorian WorkCover Authority and industry stakeholders concerning the
introduction of new regulations has already begun.

Compliance codes
10.8

The Occupational Health and Safety Act 2004 (Vic) introduced a new

mechanism to assist people to comply with regulations under the Act, called
compliance codes. Compliance codes may be issued or approved by the Minister, and
are intended to be used to give people clear guidance on how to comply with
regulations made under the Occupational Health and Safety Act 2004 (Vic).
10.9

Some of the key features of compliance codes are that:
•

dutyholders who do not conform with provisions stated within a
Compliance Code cannot be held liable in any criminal or civil
proceedings, provided they otherwise comply with the Act and any
relevant regulations; and
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•

any person who complies with the guidance provided within the
compliance codes is taken to have complied with the Occupational Health
and Safety Act 2004 (Vic).

This means that if a particular dutyholder (such as an employer) follows all of the
guidance contained within a Compliance Code, that dutyholder cannot be prosecuted
under the Act in the event of a workplace accident that is relevant to that Compliance
Code. The Act also states that if a dutyholder does not choose to follow the
instructions contained within a Compliance Code this cannot be used as evidence that
the dutyholder has failed to obey the Act or its regulations.
10.10 According to the Occupational Health and Safety Act 2004 (Vic), compliance
codes will be developed by the Victorian WorkCover Authority and then issued for
public review and comment. After this the compliance codes will be presented to the
Minister for approval. Compliance codes are subject to assessment by the Scrutiny of
Acts and Regulations Committee in the Parliament of Victoria, and may also be
subject to disallowance by the Victorian Parliament or by a House of the Parliament.
10.11 As the main purpose of compliance codes is to provide guidance on how to
comply with regulations under the Act, the Committee understands that it is the
Victorian WorkCover Authorities’ intention to introduce the compliance codes for
public scrutiny in concert with the new regulations. As noted above, the deadline for
this process will be 1 July 2007. The Committee understands that the Victorian
WorkCover Authority does not intend to introduce compliance codes for the current
regulations, given that these will expire in 2007.

Guidelines
10.12 Under the Occupational Health and Safety Act 2004 (Vic), the Victorian
WorkCover Authority has the power to make guidelines that describe:
•

how, in the Authorities’ opinion, regulations or provisions of the Act apply
to a class of persons or to sets of circumstances; or

•

a discretion of the Authority as to how a regulation or provision of the Act
is exercised.

148

Chapter Ten – legislative and regulatory issues

10.13 Guidelines are anticipated to provide a clear indication of how the Victorian
WorkCover Authority, or its agents, will interpret the application of regulations to
dutyholders. The Victorian WorkCover Authority is not required to make guidelines.
When guidelines are developed by the Victorian WorkCover Authority it must:
•

ensure notice of the proposed guidelines is published in the Government
Gazette and a newspaper circulating generally throughout the State;

•

include in the notice a statement that written submissions or comments on
the proposed guidelines may be made to the Authority within a specified
period; and

•

give a copy of the proposed guidelines to each person who requests it
during that period.

10.14 The Authority is required to consider submissions and comments received by
it concerning guidelines, although ultimately the Authority decides whether these
concerns are taken into account when it publishes the final guidelines. The Authority
is also able to withdraw guidelines without consultation by publishing notices to that
effect in the Government Gazette and a newspaper that circulates throughout the
State.

The Occupational Health and Safety Act 2004 (Vic)
10.15 The Occupational Health and Safety Act 2004 (Vic) requires that employers
must, so far as is reasonably practicable, provide and maintain a working environment
that is safe.392 The Act allows for consideration of certain factors when determining
what course of action is to be taken to remove workplace risks, namely:
•

the likelihood of the hazard or risk concerned eventuating;

•

the degree of harm that would result if the hazard or risk eventuated;

•

what the person concerned knows, or ought reasonably to know, about the
hazard or risk and any ways of eliminating or reducing the hazard or risk;

392

Occupational Health and Safety Act 2004 (Vic), Act No. 107/2004, section 21(1).
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•

the availability and suitability of ways to eliminate or reduce the hazard or
risk; and

•

the cost of eliminating or reducing the hazard or risk.393

Codes of practice (under the former Act)
10.16 Under the Occupational Health and Safety Act 1985 (Vic), codes of practice
were prepared to provide practical guidance for people to comply with the Act.394 As
such, the intended function of the codes of practice was similar to the intended
function of the compliance codes. Another similarity between codes of practice and
Compliance codes is that a dutyholder could not be prosecuted for failing to perform
all of the tasks and activities described in those documents, provided that person had
otherwise complied with the Act or the regulations. However, there are also a number
of important differences between the (former) codes of practice and the (current)
compliance codes, including:
•

that even if a dutyholder (such as an employer) performed all of the tasks
and activities described in a given code of practice, this provided no legal
assurance that the dutyholder had complied with the Act – whereas
compliance codes provide this assurance;

•

that a code of practice could be used as evidence during the prosecution of
a dutyholder for a failure to comply with the Act or regulations – whereas
compliance codes cannot be used as evidence in proceedings.

10.17 Under the Occupational Health and Safety Act 1985 (Vic), if a person was
charged with failing to comply with the Act or relevant regulations, a code of practice
could be used in any proceedings as evidence that that person failed to comply with
the Act.395 During the course of this inquiry, some witnesses expressed a concern that
it was difficult to be sure that they had complied with the Act, because of the
ambiguous legal status of documents such as the codes of practice. The Committee
notes that changes introduced to occupational health and safety by means of the

393

Occupational Health and Safety Act 2004 (Vic), Act No. 107/2004, section 20(2).
Occupational Health and Safety Act 1985 (Vic), Act No. 10190/1985, section 55.
395
Occupational Health and Safety Act 1985 (Vic), Act No. 10190/1985, section 56.
394
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Occupational Health and Safety Act 2004 (Vic) go some way toward alleviating these
concerns.
10.18 As of 1 July 2005, codes of practice under the old Act will cease to have
legislated status. The Committee understands that from this date the codes of practice
will be regarded as the equivalent of guidance materials by the Victorian WorkCover
Authority.

Employers
10.19 Employers are required to consider a wide range of possible components of
workplace activity and environment that could affect the safety of all persons in that
environment. Under the Occupational Health and Safety Act 2004 (Vic), an employer
is required to:
•

provide or maintain plant or systems of work that are, so far as is
reasonably practicable, safe and without risks to health;

•

make arrangements for ensuring, so far as is reasonably practicable, safety
and the absence of risks to health in connection with the use, handling,
storage or transport of plant or substances;

•

maintain, so far as is reasonably practicable, each workplace under the
employer’s management and control in a condition that is safe and without
risks to health;

•

provide, so far as is reasonably practicable, adequate facilities for the
welfare of employees at any workplace under the management and control
of the employer; and

•

provide such information, instruction, training or supervision to employees
of the employer as is necessary to enable those persons to perform their
work in a way that is safe and without risks to health.396

396

Occupational Health and Safety Act 2004 (Vic), Act No. 107/2004, section 21(2).
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In addition employers are required to undertake ‘so far as is reasonably practicable’
to:
•

monitor the health of employees of the employer;

•

monitor conditions at any workplace under the employer’s management
and control;

•

provide information to employees of the employer (in such languages as
appropriate) concerning health and safety at the workplace, including the
names of persons to whom an employee may make an enquiry or
complaint about health and safety;

•

keep information and records relating to the health and safety of
employees of the employer; and

•

employ or engage persons who are suitably qualified in relation to
occupational health and safety to provide advice to the employer
concerning the health and safety of employees of the employer.397

10.20 It is notable that adhering to a number of these provisions may not be
practicable for small business operations, and particularly in the context of many
Victorian farms. As noted in Chapter One, most Victorian farms have few or no
employees, so that many have no more than a small number of workers (or only the
farmer and/or the farmer’s family) engaged in work on a regular basis. Requirements
under the Act nevertheless apply to all primary producers insofar as they have legal
duties to provide a safe working environment, to ensure that their conduct in the
workplace does not affect people within that workplace who are not employees (such
as visitors and children, and including employers and self-employed people
themselves), and to ensure that there is safe access to and exit from the workplace.398

397

Occupational Health and Safety Act 2004 (Vic), Act No. 107/2004, section 22(1)
Victorian WorkCover Authority, 'Farming - Your Responsibilities', viewed 20 May 2005,
<http://www.workcover.vic.gov.au/dir090/vwa/home.nsf/Site+Search/46F53C72324116A5CA256D4A
001AE490>.
398
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Employees
10.21 There are also requirements for employees under the Occupational Health and
Safety Act 2004 (Vic). These are captured under four requirements, namely that the
employee must:
•

take reasonable care for his or her own health and safety;

•

take reasonable care for the health and safety of persons who may be
affected by the employee’s acts or omissions at a workplace;

•

co-operate with his or her employer with respect to any action taken by the
employer to comply with a requirement imposed by or under this Act [i.e.
the Occupational Health and Safety Act 2004 (Vic)] or the regulations; and

•

not intentionally or recklessly interfere with or misuse anything provided
at the workplace in the interests of health, safety or welfare.399

10.22 Provided that employers have acted in accordance with the requirements of the
Occupational Health and Safety Act 2004 (Vic) and relevant regulations, the
employee has a responsibility to obey the instructions of their employer with regard to
health and safety.
10.23 In a review of the Occupational Health and Safety Act in March 2004, the
author Mr Chris Maxwell, noted that some employers had expressed concern about a
“perceived bias” in Victorian WorkCover Authority prosecutions, as the vast majority
of prosecutions were brought against employers.400 In that report, Mr Maxwell argued
that a reason for this perception may have been due to a tendency for the Victorian
WorkCover Authority not to prosecute employees who have suffered an injury due to
their own negligence.401 Furthermore, Maxwell noted that the requirement for
employers to adequately supervise employees may mean that “[i]f an employee is
observed as having a tendency to skylark or disobey instructions or otherwise behave

399

Occupational Health and Safety Act 2004 (Vic), Act No. 107/2004, section 25(1) & (2).
Chris Maxwell, Occupational health and safety review, State of Victoria, Melbourne, 2004, pp. 163,
166.
401
Chris Maxwell, Occupational health and safety review, State of Victoria, Melbourne, 2004, p. 166.
400
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carelessly, that itself is a workplace hazard, and the employer is required to take
appropriate risk control measures.”402
10.24 The refusal by an employee to abide by the direction of an employer may
create difficulty for that employer. For example, an employee may refuse to wear a
motorcycle helmet despite direction from the employer and subsequently sustain a
head injury from an accident for which the employer is seen as responsible. The
Committee was not able to identify any cases in which the refusal of a farm employee
to abide by the health and safety instructions of their employer had led to prosecution
by the Victorian WorkCover Authority.
10.25 It should be recognised that farms are unique working environments where
people often work in isolation, and particularly where the employer (or farmer) is not
in a position to closely supervise the employee. Although the Committee does not
intend to in any way diminish the responsibilities of employers to provide safe
working conditions and environments, employers (particularly farming employers)
should not be held unreasonably accountable for the actions of employees by the
Victorian WorkCover Authority.
Recommendation 17:

That in future interpretation of the Occupation

Health and Safety Act 2004 (Vic) by the Victorian WorkCover Authority
place a greater emphasis on the responsibility of employees to ensure
that, when specifically and adequately instructed on appropriate OHS
practice by employers, and provided with reasonable opportunity to do
so along with access to the correct equipment, they act in accordance
with that instruction.
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Self-employed persons
10.26 As noted above, self-employed persons are also required to provide a safe
working environment, whether or not other people conduct work within their
workplace. The main reference stating the duties of self-employed persons within the
Occupational Health and Safety Act 2004 (Vic) is section 24, which states:
24. Duties of self-employed persons to other persons
(1) A self-employed person must ensure, so far as is reasonably practicable, that persons
are not exposed to risks to their health or safety arising from the conduct of the
undertaking of the self-employed person.403

The “persons” covered by this section of the Act include the self-employed person.
While this provision is important in the context of the farming industry, where a large
number of people are indeed self-employed, there may be some room for
misunderstanding the responsibilities of self-employed persons in respect of the Act.
For example, this section could be misinterpreted as applying only to persons other
than the self-employed person. The inconsistent use of the phrase ‘other persons’
within the title of section 24 and ‘persons’ within the body of section 24 may also
confuse some readers. The Committee also notes that information on farmers’
occupational health and safety responsibilities found on the Victorian WorkCover
Authority’s website does not explicitly describe whether self-employed farmers have
a responsibility to provide a safe working environment for themselves.404 The only
unambiguous reference to a self-employed person’s responsibilities concern the
occupational health and safety of other persons in the workplace:
Self-employed workers and occupiers of workplaces are required to:
•

ensure that their conduct in the workplace does not affect those who are in the
workplace but not employed there (i.e. children, visitors etc.)

•

ensure safe access and exit from the workplace.405
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10.27 Farmers and small business owners are referred to the Act for authoritative
advice on their responsibilities through publications of the Victorian WorkCover
Authority. For this reason the Committee believes that information provided by the
Authority should unambiguously state the responsibilities of self-employed persons
for their own health and safety within workplaces, and that this information should be
easily accessible, and actively promoted, to self-employed people.
Recommendation 18:

That the State Government amend section 24

of the Occupational Health and Safety Act 2004 (Vic) to state more
explicitly the occupational health and safety duties of self-employed
persons to themselves and others.

Compliance with legislation and regulations
10.28 A number of witnesses expressed their concern to the Committee that their
responsibilities under occupational health and safety legislation and regulations
involved ‘too much paperwork’. They suggested that complying with these
requirements was onerous because they had to allocate time that was already scarce
toward bureaucratic tasks.
10.29 The WorkSafe Victoria website provides some general guidance for farmers
on how to implement safe working environments in accordance with relevant
statutory requirements. However, the information provided for farmers is a very
general summary of these requirements, and the website refers viewers to the
Occupational Health and Safety Act 2004, the Dangerous Goods Act 1985 and the
Equipment (Public Safety) Act 1995 for more detailed information about their
responsibilities. These three acts alone amount to over 306 pages.406
10.30 WorkSafe Victoria’s guide to assist farmers to make their farms safer, The 15
minute farm safety check,407 suggests that “[f]armers should be familiar with the OHS
regulations, Australian Standards, Codes of Practice and Industry Guides associated
with their industry/workplace.”408 The Committee notes that there is a considerable
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body of documentation that is relevant when determining appropriate actions to
comply with legislative and regulatory requirements regarding occupational health
and safety. In addition to the Occupational Health and Safety Act 2004 (Vic) and other
relevant acts, there are a number of regulations of potential relevance to farming
enterprises.409 This accounts for a very large amount of reading material, with a large
proportion written in legalistic language that may be inaccessible to readers who are
not legal experts.
10.31 The Committee believes that the expiry of the current regulations on 1 July
2007 presents an ideal opportunity for the Victorian WorkCover Authority and
industry stakeholders to consider ways in which new regulations and compliance
codes can be presented clearly and concisely to a wide audience. The emphasis of the
Act on active approaches to occupational health and safety within workplaces (rather
than prescriptive approaches) requires that the regulations be accessible to a wide
reading audience.
Recommendation 19:

That, in drafting regulations for the

Occupational Health and Safety Act 2004 (Vic), the Victorian WorkCover
Authority ensure:
•

that the language employed is suitable for wide reading

audiences; and
•

that the regulations be written clearly and concisely.

Victorian WorkCover Authority resources
10.32 By law the Victorian WorkCover Authority is required to disseminate
information about the duties, obligations and rights of persons under the Occupational
Health and Safety Act 2004 (Vic).410 Under the Act, it is also required to hold copies of
relevant documentation that people may require to fulfil their responsibilities in each
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These include the Occupational Health and Safety (Certification of Plant Users and Operators)
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of its offices for free access by the public. Another key resource for small employers,
and for the farming industry as more farmers employ internet technologies in their
operations, is the Victorian WorkCover Authority website.411 This website has a useful
section devoted to farming health and safety issues,412 and advice as to how farmers
can fulfil their obligations under the Act.
10.33 The Committee also notes that WorkSafe Victoria has prepared a Farm Safety
Pack that includes brochures describing Roll Over Protections Structures (and Safe
Tractor Access Platforms), tractor and machinery safety, and safety issues
surrounding All Terrain Vehicles, the Farm Safety Video, and a CD-ROM containing
advice on managing farm safety.
10.34 While the Committee appreciates the cost effectiveness of disseminating
information by electronic means (that is, through websites and/or CD-ROMS), it is
concerned that for the farming industry these resources may not prove sufficient, as it
does not necessarily benefit people who are not familiar with computers and the use
of electronic material, or those that have difficulty accessing internet services, or
obtaining appropriate hardware.413

WorkSafe Inspectors
10.35 Prior to 1 July 2005, during which time public hearings for this inquiry were
conducted, the role of WorkSafe Victoria inspectors focused on enforcement activities
rather than the provision of consultation and advice. When an infringement was
identified during an inspection, inspectors referred the duty holder to relevant codes of
practice and publications for assistance. Inspectors were not required, however, to
assist duty holders to identify solutions to specific workplace safety issues. In practice
inspectors offered duty holders generic advice and information on how to comply
with relevant regulations and requirements under the Act.
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10.36 The Committee recognised that there was some frustration expressed on the
part of farmers concerning the refusal of inspectors to provide specific advice or
guidance as to how they might comply with the previous occupational health and
safety act. This frustration may have been counterproductive to WorkSafe Victoria’s
overall aim of improving workplace health and safety, as it may have resulted in a
more general disenchantment of the industry with WorkSafe Victoria and the
Victorian WorkCover Authority.
10.37 The Committee recognises that the enforcement role of WorkSafe Victoria
inspectors is an important component of the Victorian WorkCover Authority’s
strategies to improve health and safety in all Victorian businesses. It also recognises
that a conflict of interest may arise for inspectors if they assume an advisory role
regarding the implementation of specific health and safety improvement measures in
addition to their role as enforcers. Nevertheless, one of the intentions of the Victorian
Occupational Health and Safety legislation is that duty holders should be encouraged
to take an active approach to the identification of workplace health and safety issues
and solutions, so that duty holders are able to address emerging hazards and provide
measures to reduce associated risks on an ongoing basis. One of the advantages of this
approach is that the use of prescriptive measures to address health and safety issues
would be minimised, thus avoiding redundancy of health and safety solutions due to
changes in technology, practice and/or environment.
10.38 However, while the emphasis of current legislation is on the active
management of workplace health and safety by dutyholders, in practice this is
underpinned by various enforcement activities on behalf of the Authority. The
Committee is aware of evidence that shows farmers, and small businesspeople in
general, tend to be protective of their autonomy in their businesses. According to Sue
Pitman of the Country Women’s Association, “[f]armers resent the idea of inspectors
coming on to their properties and telling them what to do.”414 Perhaps more
importantly, small businesses (including most farming operations) often lack the
necessary skills and resources to effectively implement their statutory obligations in
their workplace. Evidence from interstate and overseas has found that one of the most
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Sue Pitman, Chair, Social Issues Committee, Country Women's Association, Public Hearing,
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effective ways to improve safety in small business is through face to face interaction
with advisors or officials.415 The Committee also heard similar statements from
witnesses during the course of this inquiry.416 A review of the Act by the state
government noted that:
The value of face-to-face interaction between the Authority and those with rights and
responsibilities – duty holders, [Health and Safety Representatives] and [Health and
Safety Committees] – cannot be overstated. A single visit is, I would think, more effective
than a dozen brochures.417

10.39 Mr Andrew Sullivan of the Victorian Farm Safety Training Centre, University
of Ballarat, told the Committee that he believed WorkSafe Victoria inspectors should
provide more detailed advice when they found what they considered to be a breach of
the Act during a farm visit:
There was the intent of having an educative role within Worksafe in the farm area a
number of years ago, and they employed people to do it, and now those people are
inspectors. So I think it is absolutely critical that there is an educative role within
Worksafe – absolutely – and they should have no fear about providing or discussing
solutions. The ultimate decision could be the farmers, but at least put it in front of them
rather than just saying, "Here's a code of practice, work it out for yourself.”418

10.40 The Committee notes that changes to occupational health and safety
legislation introduced in the Occupational Health and Safety Act 2004 (Vic) may go
some way toward addressing concerns raised by witnesses that WorkSafe inspectors
did not provide farmers with specific, practical advice on how to comply with the Act.
The current Act provides for the Victorian WorkCover Authority and its inspectors to
give advice on compliance without admitting liability for that advice. Specifically, the
Occupational Health and Safety Act 2004 (Vic) states:
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s18. Power to give advice on compliance
(1) The Authority may give advice to a person who has a duty or obligation under this
Act or the regulations about complying with that duty or obligation.
(2) The giving of such advice by the Authority does not give rise to –
a) any liability of, or other claim against, the Authority; or
b) any right, expectation, duty or obligation that would not otherwise be conferred or
imposed on the person given the advice; or
c) any defence that would not otherwise be available to that person.
(3) The Authority’s power under this section to give advice may also be exercised by an
inspector or, if the Authority authorises any other person to exercise the power, that
other person.

10.41 The Committee notes that the provision of advice by the Authority and its
inspectors is discretionary, so that the Authority or its inspectors may choose whether
or not they provide specific advice in any given situation. However, the Committee
also recognises that the experience of WorkSafe inspectors, particularly in the
identification of workplace hazards, risks and solutions, is a valuable resource for all
Victorian businesses. In the context of farming operations, the Committee strongly
encourages the Authority and its inspectors to exercise their right to offer specific
advice on hazard and risk solutions to dutyholders.
Finding 13: That the provision of specific occupational health and
safety advice by the Victorian WorkCover Authority and its inspectors to
farmers is a valuable tool for improving occupational health and safety
on Victorian farms.
10.42 The Committee believes that the overall intent of the Act to give WorkSafe
inspectors a means to provide specific advice on occupational health and safety
compliance is good. However, the Committee also notes that at this time it is too early
to say what effect, positive or otherwise, this legislative change will have on
occupational health and safety.
10.43 The Committee is also concerned that advice provided by the Authority or its
inspectors does not provide any protection or defence to the people who receive that
advice. The Committee believes that the Victorian WorkCover Authority should stand
behind its advice and the advice that inspectors give on its behalf. Consequently, the
Committee believes that advice provided by the Victorian WorkCover Authority or its
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inspectors should have the same status as the guidance provided in compliance codes,
namely, that any person who complies with guidance provided by WorkSafe
inspectors is taken to have complied with the Act. The Committee also believes that
an inspector or other person authorised by the Authority under the Act who gives such
advice in good faith should not be personally liable for any consequences of that
advice.
Recommendation 20:

That the power of the Victorian WorkCover

Authority to give advice on compliance under the Occupational Health
and Safety Act 2004 (Vic) be given similar status to compliance codes,
namely:
•

that a failure to comply with such advice does not give rise to any

civil or criminal liability; and
•

that if the advice makes provision for or with respect to a duty or

obligation imposed by the Act or the regulations and if a person
complies with that advice to the extent that it makes that provision, then
the person is taken to have complied with the Act or the regulations with
respect to that duty or obligation.

Timeliness in the provision of information
10.44 During the course of this inquiry regulations were introduced concerning falls
from heights under the Occupational Health and Safety Act 1985 (Vic). These
regulations caused a great deal of concern within the farming industry, primarily
because they required the provision of health and safety measures wherever people
were required to work more than two metres above the ground. Farmers and
manufacturers of farming equipment were very concerned to clarify the impact of
these regulations on their activities and products, particularly concerning silos. No
guidelines were forthcoming from WorkCover for some time after the introduction of
these regulations.419

419

The Occupational Health and Safety (Prevention of Falls) Regulations were gazetted in 2003, but
guidelines concerning these regulations were not published by the Victorian WorkCover Authority
until December 2004.
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10.45 The Committee notes that under the Occupational Health and Safety Act 2004
(Vic), one of the functions of the Victorian WorkCover Authority is:
to disseminate information about the duties, obligations and rights of persons under this
Act or the regulations and to formulate standards, specifications or other forms of
guidance for the purpose of assisting persons to comply with their duties and
obligations.420

The Committee believes it is crucial that the introduction of any new regulations
should be supported by the provision of timely and adequate guidance concerning the
application of those regulations to equipment, plant and/or work activities. This is
critical given the major changes that will occur with the implementation of the
Occupational Health and Safety Act 2004 (Vic) over the coming years. In particular,
the Committee is concerned that 1 July 2007 will mark the commencement of a
number of new regulations under the Act, and that the capacity of the public and
industry to fully absorb and comment on the impact of those regulations will take
some time. The Committee notes that the current Guidelines prepared by the
Department of Premier and Cabinet to advise and assist Ministers on how to
implement procedures to make statutory rules specify a minimum consultation period
of 28 days prior to the introduction of new statutory rules (including regulations).421
The Committee believes the Minister should ensure that public consultation regarding
proposed regulations under the Occupational Health and Safety Act 2004 (Vic) occur
for a minimum of 90 days. This consultation should not be limited to industry
representatives or peak body stakeholders.
Recommendation 21:

That the Minister for WorkCover provide a

minimum period for public consultation of 90 days prior to the
introduction of new regulations under the Occupational Health and
Safety Act 2004 (Vic).
10.46 The Victorian WorkCover Authority is the body with a statutory responsibility
for the provision of adequate information concerning legislation and regulations
surrounding workplace health and safety. The Committee believes that the Victorian
WorkCover Authority should ensure that the farming industry is given sufficient time
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to consider new compliance codes and guidelines under the Act, and to identify
potential problems for their application in the farming industry, prior to the
introduction of new regulations.
Recommendation 22:
•

That the Victorian WorkCover Authority:

seek to gain acceptance of proposed regulations through

consultation with farmers prior to the introduction of those regulations;
and
•

ensure that measures are taken to generate awareness of

regulations; and
•

ensure proposed Guidelines and Compliance Codes are made

available to the public at least 60 days prior to the date of new
occupational health and safety regulations coming into effect.

Conclusion
10.47 This Chapter examined the legislative and regulatory framework governing
workplaces in Victoria, in terms of its application to farms. The acts of Parliament of
particular relevance to farm workplaces are:
•

Occupational Health and Safety Act 2004 (Vic)

•

Dangerous Goods Act 1985 (Vic)

•

Equipment (Public Safety) Act 1995 (Vic)

The Committee has recommended a number of sensible adjustments to the
Occupational Health and Safety Act 2004 (Vic) and to the approach of the Victorian
WorkCover Authority and WorkSafe Victoria. Were these to be implemented, then
some of the frustrations that the Committee heard are experienced by farmers in
running their workplaces would be alleviated.
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Chapter Eleven
Government and industry
Introduction
11.1

In this Chapter issues concerning the roles that Government, local

government, industry and non-government organisations can play to encourage safer
practice on Victorian farms are discussed. These include the role of the Victorian
WorkCover Authority regarding enforcement of regulations and the provision of
advice, potential roles for local government bodies to support farm safety initiatives
on farms, and possible avenues for increased industry involvement to encourage safe
farm practices.

State government
The Victorian WorkCover Authority
11.2

As noted in Chapter Ten, the government agency with direct responsibility for

health and safety in workplaces under the Occupational Health and Safety Act 2004
(Vic) is the Victorian WorkCover Authority (WorkCover). The Victorian WorkCover
Authority is comprised of two main divisions: the Rehabilitation and Compensation
Division and WorkSafe. WorkSafe Victoria is responsible for regulating occupational
health and safety, and the Rehabilitation and Compensation Division regulates
Victoria’s occupational rehabilitation and compensation system and insurance
scheme. In practice, WorkSafe Victoria focuses primarily on strategies to facilitate the
prevention of workplace injury and disease.
11.3

The Committee heard a range of comments about WorkSafe and the Victorian

WorkCover Authority during the course of this inquiry. Some of the issues raised in
relation to this organisation are considered in Chapter Ten, which deals with
legislation and regulation. However, other issues were raised with the Committee
concerning the operation of WorkCover and WorkSafe that are considered in detail in
the following pages.

165

Inquiry into the Cause of Fatality and Injury on Victorian Farms

Expertise of WorkSafe inspectors in farming operations
11.4

A number of witnesses before the Committee drew attention to what they

perceived as the ‘inadequate’ experience of WorkSafe inspectors in farming, forestry
or fishing industries. Part of this criticism was directed at the way that WorkSafe
structures its inspectorate. Currently inspectors for the farming, forestry and fishing
industries are grouped together with manufacturing industries, and some witnesses
argued that these different spheres of industrial activity were quite different, and that
the experience of inspectors working with health and safety issues in manufacturing
environments, for example, might not be easily translated into farming, fishing, or
forestry environments. In his submission to the Committee Mr David Rich, former
Victorian Farmsafe Alliance manager and Farmsafe Victoria Executive Officer, told
the Committee that:
Many WorkSafe Inspectors lack understanding of the work practices and culture
associated with agriculture. This creates a view by farmers whereby WorkSafe Inspectors
lack credibility in the field.422

11.5

The Committee heard from some witnesses that the personal qualities of

WorkSafe inspectors made an important contribution to how they were perceived in
farming communities. Mr Phillip Maskrey, a WorkSafe inspector, described some of
the qualities he believed were important for inspectors working in this position:
I pride myself on the fact that I have a reasonable approach. I believe I am a people’s
person; I like talking to people, and I certainly like mixing with people. Also I do like my
work and I like the farming community. Basically that is the message: be natural; be
yourself. Do not talk down to people; talk with people. Work through with a logical
approach to try and bring about a workable solution.423

11.6

The Committee was also told by some witnesses that manufacturing and

agriculture should be separated within the Authority because farms accounted for a
large proportion of all Victorian small businesses:
There are only 18 or 19 WorkSafe field officers in regional Victoria, and not all of these
officers are dedicated to agriculture. WorkSafe Victoria has agriculture and manufacture
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working as one unit. They should be separate units, because farming makes up almost 50
per cent of small business in Victoria.424

11.7

The Victorian WorkCover Authority informed the Committee that, in 2002-03,

15 inspectors had a large proportion of their duties dedicated to farm safety
activities.425 These inspectors were supplemented, depending on particular projects
being undertaken by the Authority regarding farm occupational health and safety, by
other inspectors drawn from the Manufacturing and Agriculture Industry Program.426
11.8

During the 2001-02 financial year, WorkSafe Victoria inspectors conducted

2,760 visits to Victorian farms, and in the 2002-03 financial year 1,876 visits were
conducted.427 This suggests that during the course of the year, between three per cent
and five per cent of Victorian farms receive a visit from a WorkSafe inspector.
11.9

As noted in Chapter Ten, the Committee believes that inspectors play a crucial

role in encouraging occupational health and safety practice on Victorian farms. The
Committee believes the Victorian WorkCover Authority is best placed to assess
staffing and resource requirements concerning farm safety. However, the Committee
would also encourage the Authority to ensure that its inspectors are sufficiently
familiar with farming conditions to provide credible advice and guidance to Victorian
farmers during the course of farm inspections.
Recommendation 23:

That the Victorian WorkCover Authority recruit

inspectors with specific knowledge of issues affecting health and safety
on Victorian farms.

WorkSafe Victoria investigations
11.10 When a death occurs within a workplace, an inspector from WorkSafe
assumes responsibility for the conduct of subsequent investigations. While the police
are typically present at the scene of any unexpected death, if it appears that a death
may be work-related, the police will allow WorkSafe inspectors to take a lead role in
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further investigation of the incident.428 Police are also required to perform certain
duties, such as the preparation of a report on all reportable deaths to the State Coroner.
11.11 In principle the Committee agrees with this procedure in the case of workrelated deaths. The Victorian WorkCover Authority is the body primarily responsible
for the enforcement and, if necessary, prosecution of infringements of the
Occupational Health and Safety Act 2004 (Vic). The investigation of workplace
deaths should be conducted by the Authority. However, it is also important that
inspectors conducting such investigations are adequately trained. Furthermore, they
should observe sound protocols during the conduct of investigations. The Committee
was concerned to hear of one farm death that was investigated by the Victorian
WorkCover Authority and subsequently found by the State Coroner to be deficient in
many respects. Following an inquest into the death in question, the Coroner
recommended that the Victorian WorkCover Authority work with the Victorian Police
to ensure that the Authority’s protocols for investigating deaths reflected the practice
of the police.429
11.12 Ms Gwenda Stephens of Shepparton, who was the partner of the person who
died in the farm accident referred to above, also drew the Committee’s attention to the
Authority’s media strategies surrounding farm accidents. Workcover will often
release information relating to a workplace fatality to the media. This provides an
opportunity for lessons to be learnt by others in the industry so that such occurrences
might be avoided in the future. In the case of Ms Stephens’ husband, details of the
incident were circulated to the media prior to formal investigation of the death. In this
case, the hypothesis proposed by WorkCover and subsequently distributed to the
media was wrong, and the publicity caused considerable anguish to the family of the
deceased, and to friends of the deceased.430 This is very regrettable. The Committee
believes that any information released by WorkCover must be scrupulously accurate.

428

Victoria Police, Submission, no. 39, 9 January 2004.
Norman Sims, individual, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 14 April 2004; State Coroner's Office,
Farm-related fatalities in Victoria, State Coroner's Office, Melbourne, 2004, pp. 69-70; Gwenda
Stephens, individual, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 14 April 2004.
430
Norman Sims, individual, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 14 April 2004; State Coroner's Office,
Farm-related fatalities in Victoria, State Coroner's Office, Melbourne, 2004, p. 69; Gwenda Stephens,
individual, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 14 April 2004.
429

168

Chapter Eleven – government and industry

Workcover must always be sensitive to the impact of the release of information on the
individuals involved.
Recommendation 24:

That the Victorian WorkCover Authority ensure

that great care is taken when releasing information to the media
regarding the cause and circumstances of accidents currently under
investigation. Specifically WorkSafe Victoria should not discuss or
release to the media comments about the cause and circumstances of
workplace accidents that are under investigation until they can do so
with accuracy.

Investigation of farm equipment design and manufacturing issues
11.13 Another issue raised during the course of this inquiry concerned the
importation of unsafe farm plant and equipment. In its submission to the Committee,
the Tractor and Machinery Association said that used tractors were being imported for
sale at field days that did not conform with Victorian occupational health and safety
standards and regulations. One of the Victorian WorkCover Authority’s
responsibilities under the Occupational Health and Safety Act 2004 (Vic) is to ensure
that the suppliers of plant or substances abide by the Act. Section 30 of the
Occupational Health and Safety Act 2004 (Vic) requires suppliers of plant or
substances to ensure that what they sell and supply is safe if it used for the purpose for
which it was intended. Nevertheless, some witnesses also suggested that the
Authority should take a more proactive approach to raising concerns about specific
equipment and plant with standards associations, and manufacturers, importers and
designers.431
11.14 Through their extensive engagement with occupational health and safety
matters, WorkSafe inspectors are uniquely placed to make observations about
potential hazards and risks associated with certain brands and makes of plant and
equipment. This knowledge is potentially a valuable resource for identifying and
addressing ‘upstream’ health and safety issues, such as those associated with the
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manufacture, import, supply and design of farm plant and equipment. In Leongatha,
Mr John Merritt, Executive Director of the Victorian WorkCover Authority,
acknowledged this view, and suggested that there may be opportunities for the
Authority to do more to identify and address safety issues associated with design:
More broadly we can and should do that [write to standards associations, designers and
manufacturers regarding unsafe equipment]. We are going through a review of our
strategies and where that effort goes. We have recently become part of a national
strategy around health and safety, of which there are five priority areas. The specific
issue of design is one of those five priority areas. We recognise that we have not done
enough of that upstream work. As you have rightly pointed out, I do not think we have
done anywhere near enough to shoot that responsibility back into design.432

11.15 The Committee strongly encourages the Victorian WorkCover Authority to
take a more proactive approach in regard to addressing concerns raised by WorkSafe
inspectors about the design, import or manufacture of plant and equipment.
Observations of inspectors regarding these issues, if reinforced by further action
within the Authority, has the potential to fulfil an important preventative occupational
health and safety function for all Victorian workplaces.
Finding 14: The observations of WorkSafe inspectors regarding
deficiencies in the safe design of plant and equipment are a valuable
source of information for preventative occupational health and safety
strategies. Therefore, the Victorian WorkCover Authority has a role to
play in addressing concerns raised by inspectors regarding the design,
import and manufacture of plant and equipment.

Health services
11.16 One issue that was raised on a number of occasions during the course of this
inquiry concerned the availability of adequate health services to people in farming
communities. Some witnesses suggested that the isolation of people on farm
properties, and the relatively large distances separating many rural people from
emergency hospital services, may exacerbate the deleterious effects of injuries that
occurred on Victorian farms. In this context, it is important that rural and regional
Victoria is adequately resourced with accident and emergency health facilities.

432

John Merritt, Executive Director, WorkSafe Victoria, Victorian WorkCover Authority, Public
Hearing, Leongatha, 7 April 2004, p. 12.

170

Chapter Eleven – government and industry

According to James Fletcher, Chief Executive Officer of the Western District Health
Service:
We can put a lot of effort into educating farmers about prevention, but unfortunately
accidents will occur, and when they do we have to ensure we have well skilled accident
and emergency departments to be able to at least make assessment and stabilise patients
for transfer to higher level centres if it is in an isolated area…. having a well developed
accident and emergencies system is critical in terms of response to farm injuries, or to
any injuries for that matter.433

11.17 While this report has focused largely on preventative activities with regard to
farm injury and fatality, the Committee also recognises that preventative activities can
unfortunately only be expected to reduce the incidence of farm accidents, rather than
eliminate them. For this reason it is important that rural and regional communities are
provided with access to effective and timely accident and emergency services.
Recommendation 25:

That the State Government ensure there is an

adequate network of accident and emergency services in rural and
regional Victoria, supported by an emergency retrieval system for
seriously injured persons.

Rehabilitation
11.18 The Committee heard from some witnesses that there was also a need for
improved rehabilitation services for injured farmers and farm workers. This was
particularly important when a farmer or farm worker was severely injured, as the
nature of farm work, like any demanding work, could require a long convalescence
before that person was able to return to work. The Committee was told by Mr Michael
Lawrance, an occupational therapist, that the relative isolation of farm work, and of
people who live on farms, complicated the process of rehabilitation from injury:
Farmers say the work environment changes all the time. Well, if you go onto a heavy
construction site, it is different by the hour. You are dealing with different environmental
conditions, climate and all the rest. But a key difference [with farming} is isolation, and
that has a lot of effect before and after any injury.434

11.19 In its submission to the Committee, La Trobe University’s School of Public
Health noted that “current services for the treatment and rehabilitation of those with
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disabling injuries are not being fully accessed by rural residents”.435 The School of
Public Health suggested that this was because “mainstream rehabilitation services do
not well meet the rehabilitation needs of those from rural locations or those employed
in agriculture”.436 It also drew the Committee’s attention to research that showed
improved rehabilitation of farm workers when they were provided with specialised
return-to-work services, including the provision of resources to encourage injured
farm workers and their caregivers to communicate with one another, and so offer one
another peer support. According to the School for Public Health, “many of the most
seriously injured [farm workers] made unexpected return to work achievements,
largely through the assistance provided by their peers”.437
11.20 The Committee believes that there is a need for local, specialised rehabilitation
services for injured farmers and farm workers. While the details of any proposed
rehabilitation service are best addressed by people with expertise in this area, the
Committee believes that there is substantial potential for the quality of rehabilitation
programs to be enhanced through the provision of mechanisms for peer support to
injured farmers and farm workers.
Recommendation 26:

That the Government ensures the availability of

relevant specialised rehabilitation and return-to-work services for
injured Victorian farmers and farm workers; and
that this service be closely coordinated with local health providers.

Local government
11.21 On a number of occasions during the course of this inquiry witnesses
suggested that there was potential for local government to assume a more prominent
role promoting safety on Victorian farms. Witnesses suggested that the provision of
education, support and advice through local representatives would ensure that farm
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safety measures were appropriately targeted, and that the content of those measures
suited local conditions.438
11.22 The Health Act 1958 (Vic) outlines the law that relates to the involvement of
local government in public health. It describes the function of local councils in the
promotion of public health through organised programs.439 Specifically it describes
how local government should be involved in programs for the prevention and control
of “health problems of particularly vulnerable population groups…”.440 The Act
describes the councils obligation to prepare a Municipal Public Health Plan which
outlines the program and strategies the council will implement to prevent or minimise
health dangers in their municipality.441
11.23 The Committee heard that Gannawarra Shire Council had considered
promoting a preventive approach to farm injury by sponsoring farm safety audits for
farmers within the shire:
Our view in general was that, rather than relying on regulatory proceedings and hitting
the farmer after the event, it would be ideal to have a preventive scheme in place. One of
the thoughts council had was for council to have the ability to go out and do farm audits
in an advisory capacity. The problem with that, as with a lot things, is constraints on
finance. Council does not have the financial ability to embark on that sort of thing at this
point in time.442

However, while a number of witnesses thought that there was some potential for local
government to make a contribution to improvements in farm safety, some felt that
local government was unlikely to have sufficient resources or finances to assume a
major role in this regard.443 The Committee heard that there may be some potential for
local government to integrate programs for farmers into existing council occupational
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health and safety activities, although representatives of local government were also
anxious to ensure that they would incur no additional costs as a result:
In general being able to access safety training close to their business is one of the most
practical solutions that could be provided, but for it to be effective it must be convenient.
While the Colac Otway shire is not keen to see any cost shifting in this area, being able
to add farmers to basic safety training courses could be a practical way of providing
training. I am talking about the safety training courses which my council conducts
itself.444

11.24 Such an approach of integrated health plans by local councils would target
those working directly in the industry such as farmers as well as other members of the
rural population. The Committee believes that there is potential for local government
to make a positive contribution to farm safety, and that this could be done if local
government bodies were encouraged to incorporate strategies for farm safety into their
public health plans. However, this process should not lead local government to incur
any unreasonable additional costs in association with any measures they put in place.
The Committee encourages Government to work closely with peak bodies for local
government and local government to encourage them to implement farm safety
initiatives in their public health plans. The State Government and local government
should also endeavour to share any expenses associated with these initiatives.
Recommendation 27:

That the State Government assist local

governments to incorporate farm safety into municipal public health
plans.

Industry
11.25 The Committee recognises that representative bodies of the farming industry
are already actively supporting programs for farm safety. In particular, the Victorian
Farmers Federation supports Farmsafe Victoria, an alliance of community and
government groups with an interest in “improving the quality of rural life by reducing
farm accidents and injuries as well as assisting to reduce the economic loss associated
with accidents and injuries.”445
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11.26 Other industry bodies with an active interest in farm safety include:
•

the Tractor and Machinery Association of Australia, which provides
information and guidance to members of the agricultural machinery
industry on operating procedures and product requirements necessary to
comply with relevant health and safety regulations; and

•

the Farm Machinery Dealers Association of Victoria, a division of the
Victorian Automobile Chamber of Commerce, which provides farm
machinery dealers with information and training on the safe operation of,
and risk control procedures for, agricultural equipment

11.27 The Committee recognises that a prime focus of most industry groups is on
identifying and promoting ways to improve productivity. However, there is
recognition by industry representative bodies that occupational health and safety
issues are an important component of farm productivity:
The NFF [National Farmers’ Federation] vision is to ensure that farmers operate
profitable and sustainable farming businesses. Productivity improvement cannot be
achieved unless there is an investment in resources, and this is both in human resources
and equipment. Health and safety best practice is a component of that investment.446

11.28 During the course of the inquiry some witnesses made suggestions about how
industry could support and encourage improvements to farm occupational health and
safety. One of the most important roles for industry in the promotion of occupational
health and safety is to ensure that it remains in active engagement with other key
occupational health and safety stakeholders. This role is currently performed by
bodies such as Farmsafe Australia, Farmsafe Victoria and the Victorian Farmsafe
Alliance. The Committee also notes that some industry groups, such as the Federal
Chamber of Automotive Industries (FCAI), have recently taken an active stance
toward the promotion of safety:
Since December 2002, the Distributors have… implemented a media protocol by which
they notify the FCAI of any incidents of non-use (or improper use) of safety equipment
that come to their attention. The FCAI then co-ordinates a response on behalf of the
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industry as a whole…. In response to FCAI correspondence, members of the media have
withdrawn images of inappropriate ATV usage from their programs and websites.447

The Committee regards efforts by industry such as these to be a very positive
development that will in time contribute to improved safe practice.
11.29 Some witnesses suggested that some industry sectors could provide incentives
for improved occupational health and safety practice on Victorian farms. One
suggestion was that the insurance industry could offer premium discounts for farms
that demonstrate compliance with selected safety criteria, such as attending farm
safety courses, or conducting safety audits of their farms.448 Another suggestion was
that occupational health and safety issues could be considered during industry-based
agricultural audits or quality assurance programs, where these audits or programs are
employed.449 The primary advantage of this approach would be that occupational
health and safety issues could be addressed in participating industries with reduced
auditing costs (as occupational health and safety audits would occur concurrently with
quality assurance auditing), and without the need for a separate occupational health
and safety program. The Committee heard that for some sectors of the agricultural
industry, occupational health and safety was already incorporated in quality assurance
programs:
It is interesting to note that in horticulture the quality assurance requirements are
starting to pull a lot of the horticulture businesses into these programs. The requirements
for EUREP GAP, to meet the market requirements for entry of products into the
European markets, is starting to demand attention to worker health and safety. Farmsafe
Australia has been able to negotiate with the people who are developing the Australians
standards for EUREP GAP to ensure that there is consistency. The people who have
been doing this in horticulture will be able to meet the EUREP GAP requirements. Other
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commercial enterprises that are requiring quality and occupational health and safety
standards, like Unilever and whatever, are also interested in this sort of approach.450

11.30 The Committee believes that this approach, by which occupational health and
safety assessments are linked with productivity outcomes, is potentially a valuable
way to improve safe farm practice. Consequently, the Committee encourages industry
to incorporate occupational health and safety audits into quality assurance or
agricultural audit programs, where these are employed by industry.

Farm safety organisations and groups
11.31 In Victoria the non-government organisations that are most actively involved
in the promotion of farm safety are the Victorian Farmsafe Alliance, Farmsafe
Victoria and the state’s Farm Safety Action Groups. Nationally, farm safety
campaigns and research are undertaken by Farmsafe Australia, the Rural Industries
Research and Development Corporation, and the Australian Centre for Agriculture
Health and Safety, among others. All of these groups are supported to varying degrees
by a number of government and industry stakeholders.
11.32 The major groups specifically dedicated to the promotion of farm safety in
Victoria – Farmsafe Victoria and the Victorian Farmsafe Alliance – are comprised of
representatives selected from various stakeholder groups. Farmsafe Victoria is a
committee of the Victorian Farmers’ Federation, and has a membership comprised of
four farmer representatives, and representatives from the following organisations:
•

Victorian Farmers’ Federation

•

Victorian WorkCover Authority (two representatives)

•

Agriculture Victoria

•

Commonwealth Rehabilitation Service

•

Divisions of General Practice

•

Monash University Accident Research Centre

•

Australian Workers’ Union
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•

Women in Agriculture

•

Victorian Department of Human Services

•

Kidsafe Victoria

11.33 The Victorian Farmsafe Alliance was formed in 1997 as a non-aligned body to
support an intersectoral approach to farm injury prevention. At its inception, the
Victorian Farmsafe Alliance was regarded as an ideal way to bring key stakeholders
in farm injury prevention to work cooperatively to secure improvements in farm
safety.451
11.34 At a regional level, the various farmsafe organisations work with Regional
Farm Safety Project Officers and Farm Safety Action Groups to put farm safety
initiatives into effect. There are currently four regional farm safety officers working
under the Victorian Farmsafe Alliance, with these positions funded one day per week.
In some cases, these farm safety officers work closely with Farm Safety Action
Groups to implement projects in rural Victoria.
11.35 There are approximately 34 Farm Safety Action Groups in Victoria. A few of
these groups are very active, particularly in the provision of farm safety programs to
primary schools. While the Committee commends the ongoing efforts of farm safety
actions groups to promote safe practice on farms, it also notes that an ongoing
commitment on the part of key stakeholders to these groups is required. An evaluation
of activities under the Victorian Farmsafe Alliance conducted in 2002 found that:
[Farm Safety Action Groups] require funding to implement substantial projects, and
some groups have been successful in this regard. In the absence of such funding most
[Farm Safety Action Groups] are limited to relatively small scale local projects which
can be achieved with resources of local organisations or the individuals themselves.
Sustainability also depends on local champions who drive the action, and ongoing
central support.452

11.36 While most farming stakeholders regarded the Victorian Farmsafe Alliance as
an organisation with great potential to make a substantial contribution to farm safety,
the Committee was told that the Alliance is not currently fulfilling this potential.
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David Phillips, manager of the Victorian Farmsafe Alliance,453 told the Committee
that a number of challenges were facing the organisation, including:
•

lack of consensus concerning strategies and direction;

•

activities of the Victorian Farmsafe Alliance are only reaching a small
proportion of the farming community;

•

lack of resources for Farm Safety Action Groups; and

•

‘burnout’ of volunteers in the Farm Safety Action Groups.454

11.37 It is notable that of the 34 Farm Safety Action Groups registered with the
Victorian Farmsafe Alliance, just twelve were regarded as “genuinely active” in a
review of those groups in 2003. Of these, the most successful groups are those that
have been able to obtain external funding, and those with a committed volunteer base.
An internal review by the Victorian Farmsafe Alliance found that the most effective
‘regional’ Farm Safety Action Groups represented Wellington, Colac and the
Northern Districts. The location of these groups coincides with the location of the
regional farm safety officers, who are (or were) in a position to offer support to those
groups.
11.38 The Committee believes that Farmsafe Victoria, the Victorian Farmsafe
Alliance and the Farm Safety Action Groups are a valuable resource for the promotion
of safe practice on farms. However, the Committee is concerned that the activities of
grassroots farm safety volunteers are not sustainable under current arrangements
within the Victorian Farmsafe Alliance. The Committee encourages stakeholders in
Farmsafe Victoria and the alliance to work proactively to support grassroots activities
through the provision of adequate resources, including funding and expertise, to Farm
Safety Action Groups.
11.39 Many people contribute a great deal to farm safety through their work within
that industry. The expertise that those individuals have, as well as their experience,
contacts and local knowledge should be harnessed by those seeking advice on farm
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safety issues, such as the Ministers for Agriculture and Health. Establishing a Farm
Safety Advisory Committee in Victoria would bring together the expertise of
individuals who could advocate for improvements and support for farm safety in
Victoria.
Recommendation 28:

That the State Government establish a Farm

Safety Advisory Committee to provide advice to the Minister for
Agriculture on farm safety issues and concerns that exist through
Victoria. This expert Committee is to be funded by the Victorian
Workcover Authority and should consist of 8-10 members with
knowledge and experience of the farming sector who are well respected
in their local industry and community. Members may be drawn from
local existing farm safety action groups.

Conclusion
11.40 Government, industry and other stakeholders play a key role in the promotion
of safe practice on Victorian farms. A committed approach to farm safety is based on
an attitude that highlights the primacy of preventative measures, and programs to
support them. This approach will be most effective if conducted with the support and
collaboration of key stakeholders in the farming industry.
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Chapter Twelve
Forestry
Introduction
12.1

In this Chapter some aspects of occupational health and safety in the

hardwood forestry industry are considered. During the course of this inquiry the
Committee focussed particularly on issues surrounding harvesting of hardwood in
public state forests. While the Committee met with a number of witnesses who
represented this industry, this component of the inquiry was conducted largely to
provide an opportunity to compare health and safety issues of the native hardwood
forestry industry and the Victorian farming industry.

Hardwood sawmilling
12.2

A large proportion of hardwood sawmilling in Victoria takes place in native

state forests. Harvesting of these forests is secured through a licensing system,
currently administered by VicForests. Of the main sectors in the Victorian forestry
industry, the Committee’s inquiry focussed mainly on this kind of hardwood forestry.
There are four broad forest types that are suitable for commercial operations. These
are:
•

ash species (mountain ash and alpine ash);

•

mixed species (messmate, manna gun, narrow-leaf peppermint, broad-leaf
peppermint, and red stringybark, depending on elevation);

12.3

•

river red gum; and

•

box-ironbark (red ironbark, red box, grey box, and yellow gum).

Technological changes have improved the safety of forestry activities. In past

decades, these have included new methods and machines to harvest timber, as well as
improved communications technologies. The introduction of safety management
systems by logging companies, such as by means of regular audits, have the potential
to improve OHS within the industry.
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12.4

Within Victoria, Forest Industries Training Council, CFMEU, Tree Felling

Safety Group, TAFEs, and Victorian Forest Industries, among others, conduct
activities to address occupational health and safety issues within the industry.

Softwood and hardwood plantations
12.5

The Victorian plantation forestry industry is largely conducted on private

plantations. Forestry conducted on private land is largely comprised of softwood
plantations, although hardwood plantations also account for around one third of the
industry. Softwood plantations are predominantly radiata pine, which is used for sawn
timber, panel products and pulp and paper.455 Hardwood plantations in Victoria are
primarily blue gum, and used for pulpwood production for the export woodchip
market456. The following table shows the estimated area of hardwood and softwood
plantations in Victoria as of September 2000:457
Table 33: Victorian plantation area by type and region, 2000 (‘000 ha)458
Region
North-east
Gippsland
Central Victoria
Western Victoria
Total

Hardwood
4.0
29.0
16.7
53.9
103.6

Softwood
62.0
63.8
32.1
61.0
218.9

Deaths and injuries
Rates of injury
…often the forestry industries are much more based around a corporate structure
whereas farms in the great majority are presided over by families. So forestry operations
have a greater opportunity to access those structural Workcover programs but also to
implement standardised safety practices throughout their business. The workers,
although often remote, are more closely supervised than they might be in a farm
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environment so their uptake of safety equipment and safety procedures and risk
management techniques is going to be greater.459

12.6

Whereas the majority of Victorian farming enterprises are relatively small-

scale operations and are not required to register with the Victorian WorkCover
Authority, by and large the Victorian forestry industry is registered with WorkCover.
This means that it is possible to get a more accurate overview of the number of
injuries that occur. Between 1994-95 and 2003-04, 741 claims were reported for
injuries to people working in the forestry industry.460
Table 34: Forestry industry claims reported to the Victorian WorkCover
Authority, 1994-95 to 2003-04.461
199495

199596

199697

199798

199899

19992000

200001

200102

200203

200304

102

77

91

77

60

62

68

51

83

70

Reported
claims

Between 1997-98 and 2001-02 the number of claims per $1 million remuneration in
the forestry industry was comparable to that of the agriculture industry (including
forestry).
Table 35: Claims per $1 million remuneration, Victoria 1997-98 to 2001-02.462
Industry
Agriculture, forestry, fishing and
hunting
Forestry and services to forestry

1997-98

1998-99

1999-00

2000-01

2001-02

0.82
0.96

0.75
0.73

0.76
0.58

0.77
0.73

0.69
0.49

The Victorian WorkCover Authority reported three deaths in the logging sub-sector
between 1997 and 2002. In 2004-2005, two people died in Gippsland while working
in forestry.463

459

Marc Kelly, Policy Officer, Economic Policy and Operating Environment, Department of
Agriculture Forestry and Fishing, Public Hearing, Canberra, 22 January 2004, p. 4.
460
Victorian WorkCover Authority, Statistical summary, Victorian WorkCover Authority, Melbourne,
2004, p. 13.
461
Victorian WorkCover Authority, Statistical summary, Victorian WorkCover Authority, Melbourne,
2004.
462
Victorian WorkCover Authority, viewed 2 March 2005,
<http://www.workcover.vic.gov.au/dir090/vwa/media.nsf/Site+Search/2021A126C6E41141CA256EF
A0020978B>.
463
Victorian WorkCover Authority, 'Logging fatality in Gippsland', viewed 20 June 2005,
<http://www.workcover.vic.gov.au/dir090/vwa/media.nsf/Site+Search/704D5C4FF04F5E7ECA256FB
80020CEDD>.

183

Inquiry into the Cause of Fatality and Injury on Victorian Farms

12.7

In its submission to the Committee the Victorian State Coroner’s Office

indicated that between 1993 and 2003, eight people died while working for the
forestry industry, with the last death in the industry recorded in 1999-2000.464 Mr Nick
Murray, of the Victorian Association of Forest Industries, told the Committee that
between 1997 and 2002 four deaths were recorded in the forestry industry, with three
of these deaths in logging and one in forestry and services to forestry.465 Mr Murray
also told the Committee that fatigue had been identified in the industry as a major
contributing factor to workplace injury and death.466

Causes of deaths and injuries
12.8

Detailed information on the cause of injuries and fatalities within the Victorian

forestry industry is difficult to obtain. However, workers’ compensation statistics
from across Australia provide some indication of the general contributing factors for
forestry work injuries (Table 36). Environmental agencies, such as falling tree limbs,
feature in these statistics as the agents of injury.
Table 36: Agency of injury in the forestry industry, Australia,
1995-96 to 1999-2000.467
Machinery and fixed plant
Mobile plant and transport
Powered equipment, tools and appliances
Non-powered handtools, appliances and
equipment
Materials and substances
Environmental agencies
Animal, human and biological agencies
Other and unspecified agencies

6.9%
13.2%
10.6%
11.3%
19.3%
27.6%
0.5%
10.5%

Education and research
12.9

Some witnesses the Committee heard from during the course of this inquiry

drew attention to current training arrangements for newcomers to the industry. Mr
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Doug Liston, General Manager of the Tambo Logging Company, told the Committee
that TAFE training for new forest workers provided trainees with a “base
competency”, but that more advanced skills were required in some areas – such as
chainsaw skills – for those trainees to be properly prepared for work within the
industry.468 Mr David Bennett, Director of Safety Training and Environmental
Managements Services, also told the Committee that the model for new worker
training within TAFEs could be improved:
I think we need to work towards a better traineeship model, where people are actually
trained on the coupes. There is a very, very grave distrust of people who are trained
within a TAFE institution that they do not have the skills to then be able to work in the
bush. We have crews of three people, and if one of those three people does not work to
the required rate then the whole crew suffers. They are very interconnected work groups.
We need to make sure that the training models that are used reflect that and that they are
designed around maintaining productivity.469

12.10 The Code of Practice – Safety in Forest Operations, which was current until 30
June 2005, described an employer’s responsibility to ensure that employees were
adequately trained and instructed on safety issues arising in the course of their work.
According to the Code of Practice adequate training and instruction “should include
site instructions, ‘in house’ training programs, and components of formal training.”470
The Committee recognises that formal training plays an important role in occupational
health and safety for the forestry industry.
12.11 A notable feature of the forestry harvesting industry is the timber harvesting
operator licensing system, through which the Victorian government issues licenses to
operators according to the fulfilment of specific competencies, which include health
and safety competencies. Under the Timber Harvesting Regulations 2000 (Vic),
anyone engaged in commercial timber harvesting from state forests in Victoria is
required to hold a timber harvesting operator’s license.471 The application process for
the timber harvesting operator’s license requires evidence of the applicant having
certificates of competency in environmental care, occupational health and safety, and

468

Douglas Liston, General Manager, Tambo Logging Company, Public Hearing, Lakes Entrance, 6
April 2004, p. 8.
469
David Bennett, Director, Safety Training and Environmental Management Services Pty Ltd, Public
Hearing, Leongatha, 7 April 2004, p. 18.
470
Code of Practice – (No 12) – Safety in Forest Operations (Vic).
471
Formerly called a Forest Operator’s License prior to introduction of the Sustainable Forests
(Timber) Act 2004 (Vic).

185

Inquiry into the Cause of Fatality and Injury on Victorian Farms

competencies for the type of work being conducted (for example, chainsaw use).
Relevant certificates of competency are offered through tertiary education providers
throughout Victoria.
12.12 Adequate formal training in skill areas related to forest operations must be
provided for the industry. Given concerns with the adequacy of formal training
expressed within the industry, the Committee encourages tertiary and industry training
institutions to engage with key stakeholders to develop training courses that meet the
needs of industry.
Recommendation 29:

That the State Government encourage tertiary

education providers of forestry industry training courses to develop
programs that meet the practical needs of the industry.

Machinery, plant, vehicles and equipment
…you can see that there have been incredible improvements in safety in the forestry
industry. Obviously there have been big reductions in plantation-type harvesting, based
on the introduction of machines and mechanical harvesting. You can almost put lines on
the [forestry injury] graph where major technological improvements have been made.472

12.13 According to a number of witnesses, such as Mr David Bennet of STEM
Services in the above quotation, the development of machinery for forestry
operations, such as mechanical harvesters, has the potential to improve safety within
the industry.473 This is due in part to the use of machinery and plant for tasks that
previously required manual handling, so that the exposure of forestry workers to
various risks is reduced. Furthermore, the introduction of new communications
technologies to forestry has also improved safety within the industry, by allowing
workers to maintain an awareness of their colleagues, and by allowing quicker access
to emergency medical support if required.474 Nevertheless, Mr David Bennett told the
Committee that there were some health and safety concerns with the use of some
forestry plant and machinery for forestry applications.
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David Bennett, Director, Safety Training and Environmental Management Services Pty Ltd, Public
Hearing, Leongatha, 7 April 2004, p. 17.
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David Bennett, Director, Safety Training and Environmental Management Services Pty Ltd, Public
Hearing, Leongatha, 7 April 2004; Douglas Liston, General Manager, Tambo Logging Company,
Public Hearing, Lakes Entrance, 6 April 2004.
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[The forestry industry] is a very small industry, but it has some unique problems. One
example is the big shift towards using harvesting machines in native forest harvesting….
You have retrofitted saws on excavators and excavators are not designed to have a crush
proof canopy. So there are some major design issues that are recognised but are not
being addressed..475

12.14 Requirements concerning the modification of all plant, including that used in
forestry operations, are contained in the Occupational Health and Safety (Plant)
Regulations 1995 (Vic), under the Occupational Health and Safety Act 2004 (Vic).
These regulations, and the act, clearly show that any modifications of plant make the
person who made those modifications liable in the event of any related accident or
incident. The Committee encourages the Victorian WorkCover Authority and industry
stakeholders to ensure that forestry industry employers are aware of their
responsibilities under the act, either through media, inspection activities, or through
industry associations and contacts.

Environment, management and culture
Workforce issues
12.15 The Committee heard from some witnesses that some workforce issues may
have an effect on health and safety throughout the industry.476 The Committee heard
that there was a tendency in the industry for workers to be employed for nine months
in every year, rather than continuously throughout the year.477 One consequence of
this is that the skills and fitness of forestry workers may not be consistently
maintained, and so contribute to the risk of injury during forestry operations. Mr
Bennett suggested that one way to maintain the skills of forestry employees and to
harness their experience in forestry management during the off season might be to
find a role for them in preventative activities for forest fire control.478
12.16 Another factor that has recently been considered for its possible association
with forestry industry workplace injuries is fatigue. In 1999, the Tree Felling Safety
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Group (a forestry industry stakeholder group)479 conducted seminars with 500 industry
participants. Feedback from these seminars indicated that 71 per cent of respondents
from the commercial harvesting sector regarded production pressure and fatigue as
major health and safety issues within the industry. The Tree Felling Safety Group
subsequently recommended that a study be conducted on the effect of production
pressure and fatigue on workplace health and safety within the industry.480
12.17 Studies from New Zealand have indicated that fatigue may contribute to the
risk of injuries and accidents within the forestry industry.481 The Committee notes that
WorkSafe Victoria also draws employers’ attention to the effect of fatigue on
workplace health and safety in the forestry industry. The Committee encourages
industry and the Victorian WorkCover Authority to conduct further research on the
effect of fatigue on health and safety, and to identify means by which risks associated
with these can be reduced.
Recommendation 30:

That the Victorian WorkCover Authority work

with industry to identify means by which the risks associated with
fatigue and production pressures can be reduced.
12.18 The Committee also heard that the public image of the forestry industry could
benefit from improved health and safety performance. Mr Douglas Liston, of Tambo
Logging Company, told the Committee that one consequence of a negative public
image of forestry safety was that young people were not attracted to work within the
industry:
At the moment the industry is ageing dramatically, there are not a lot of young ones
coming through for different reasons — and safety is probably one of them, or perception
of the safety and just the long term viability of the industry...482
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Comprised of representatives from the CFMEU, Victorian State Coroner, Victorian Forestry
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Douglas Liston, General Manager, Tambo Logging Company, Public Hearing, Lakes Entrance, 6
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Employer / employee relationships and WorkCover
12.19 Most operators within the forestry industry are companies or syndicates that
employ staff. This means that a range of requirements for employers set out in the
Occupational Health and Safety Act 2004 (Vic) and its regulations are directly
relevant to the industry. For this reason the Victorian WorkCover Authority may have
a great deal of influence over forestry industry workplaces and work practices by the
following means:
•

through assistance and advice provided by WorkSafe inspectors during the
course of site visits and other enquiries;

•

through WorkSafe inspector surveillance of workplaces, and the issue of
infringement notices;

•

in the event of an accident, the prosecution of employers who have not
acted in accordance with the Act; and

•

through the WorkCover premiums. The desire to keep industry premium
payment rates down may act as an incentive for greater occupational health
and safety activity across all employers within the industry.

Legislation and regulation
12.20 The Committee was told by witnesses that the application of occupational
health and safety regulations and legislation to forestry industry employers and
workplaces was complicated, and caused confusion among some stakeholders on the
extent of their obligations.483 This is exacerbated by the fact that there are often
complicated employment and contractual relationships in the forestry industry, with
licensing and sub-contracting arrangements often in effect.
12.21 As is the case for the farming industry, regulations and compliance codes
surrounding employer’s responsibilities for occupational health and safety are
voluminous. However, the Committee also notes that some of the guidance materials
currently produced by the Victorian WorkCover Authority and other stakeholder
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Maria Batchelor, 'Summary of WRFP2', Inquest, no. 2, 2003; State Coroner's Office, Submission,
no. 46, 2 February 2004.
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groups are concise, and written in accessible language.484 In particular, the Code of
Practice for Safety in Forest Operations is a useful document for the industry.
However, the Committee notes a recommendation from the Tree Felling Safety Group
that some topics could be added to the current code of practice, including information
on alternative harvesting techniques, and additional information on training and safety
issues.485

Government and industry
12.22 In Victorian native state forests timber is allocated to VicForests by means of
an Allocation Order by the responsible Minister. The Allocation Order identifies the
forest areas where VicForests can conduct harvesting, and also identifies what kinds
of activities can be conducted within specified areas, including any restrictions on
activities. VicForests then appoints a principal contractor for specific coupes,486 with
each of these contractors engaging sub-contractors for various tasks.
12.23 According to all of the witnesses from the forestry industry who appeared
before the Committee, a significant impediment to the implementation of safer
practice in workplaces was the length of tenure offered through current harvest
hauling contracts.487 Witnesses argued that the tenures offered were not of sufficient
duration to encourage substantial investment in harvesting or haulage plant and
equipment. As a result the safest (and most advanced) ways of conducting forestry
operations were not being employed as widely as they could be within the industry.488
What we are trying to do in future improvements — we have come a long way in a few
years, but we are increasingly trying to employ more mechanical harvesters…. Of our 8
[permanent contractors], we have 4 with mechanical harvesters now and hopefully by
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next season we will have 5. The only problem there is that we could probably have more
than that, but there is so much long term uncertainty with the resource…. That is the
biggest issue hanging over us. People go out and buy the mechanical gear, but you are
looking at one piece of machinery costing you $500 000 or $600 000. That is a bit of a
downfall of the moment.489

12.24 Witnesses also told the Committee that the coupe allocations were sometimes
located on difficult terrain, or had marginal or lower quality wood, so that profit
margins of contractors and syndicates were reduced. This could also mean that
operators were not able to justify the purchase of the latest (and safest) equipment.490

Industry
12.25 The Committee recognises that there has been substantial activity within some
sectors of the forestry industry to improve occupational health and safety. Industry
peak bodies are active in stakeholder groups for occupational health and safety, with
the Tree Felling Safety Group in particular proving to be an effective stakeholder
group that has made substantial progress encouraging safer practice within the
industry.
12.26 The Committee also notes that the activities of some industry companies and
employers, such as the Tambo Logging Company, have introduced significant
measures to improve workplace health and safety. The Tambo Logging Company, for
example, regularly conducts safety audits with the assistance of independent
occupation health and safety consultants. It also has a variety of workplace health and
safety practices systems in place, including workplace ‘toolbox’ meetings, where
employees regularly discuss and report on health and safety issues that arise in the
course of their work, as general observations or as a consequence of ‘near misses’.
The Committee is encouraged by these activities within the industry.
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Surveillance
12.27 The Committee heard from a number of groups working within the forestry
industry that research conducted on the industry could be improved. The Tree Felling
Safety Group, a stakeholder group established to explore ‘workable’ solutions for
industry hazards, identified difficulties obtaining accurate information about deaths
and injuries as a cause of concern for the industry.491 According to Mr Nick Murray,
Director of Operations for the Victorian Association of Forest Industries, one of the
difficulties with the collection of data on forestry deaths and injuries was that the
statistics produced by some public bodies did not reflect industry incidents. In
particular, Mr Murray suggested that of four deaths described in the context of
forestry industry fatalities between 1999 and 2000 by the Victorian State Coroner,
only one death was actually associated with the hardwood industry.492 This death was
associated with softwood harvesting. According to Mr Murray:
The point I am trying to make is that there needs to be a better definition and more in
depth research and assignment or classification of deaths in the industry so that we can
clearly focus on cause and effect, and then have interventions which focus specifically on
causes.493

12.28 In addition to these concerns, some witnesses also suggested that statistics
describing the rate of injury within the industry, such as those produced by the
Victorian WorkCover Authority, may have been incorrect.494 According to these
witnesses, the seasonal nature of some forest work may have meant that a number of
people who work in the industry may not nominate this as their occupation during a
census, for example. If this were correct, current statistics concerning the rate of
injury would be overstated.
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12.29 Following these concerns, the Tree Felling Safety Group noted that it had also
encountered difficulties “collating and comparing existing information” because
“[s]tatutory bodies, large employers and industry associations currently operate
individual systems for the collection of data for various sectors of the industry”.495
Consequently the Tree Felling Safety Group proposed that a central agency be
nominated to develop and implement a system of data collection for the industry. It
also suggested that agency should be acceptable to all parties within the commercial
harvesting sector, and that it may be extended to conduct surveillance on other sectors
in future (such as the urban tree work industry, farm forestry sector, etc.). The purpose
of this system would be to collect information about accidents and incidents within
the industry, and to identify safety issues and provide the industry with information
about those issues.496
12.30 The Committee understands that the Tree Felling Safety Group is currently
holding discussions to identify the agency best suited to perform this surveillance. The
Committee encourages the Tree Felling Safety Group, and in particular its key
stakeholders, to implement this program as soon as is practicable.
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Maria Batchelor, Victorian State Coroner's Office, Personal Communication, 20 December 2003.
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Chapter Thirteen
Commercial fishing
Introduction
13.1

While the forestry and commercial fishing industries are different in many

respects from each other and from the farming industry, all of these industries face
some common issues in regard to health and safety. In all of these industries, work is
predominantly conducted outdoors, in variable and changing environments, and
involves the use of heavy machinery. All of these industries have also received
attention due to a perception that injuries and deaths occur relatively often compared
to some other industries. In this chapter various issues surrounding health and safety
in the Victorian commercial fishing industry are discussed.
13.2

Major catches of the Victorian-managed commercial fishing industry by value

are abalone and rock lobster, which combined account for around 80% of the total
value of Victorian fisheries. Compared with other Australian states, the Victorian
fishing industry is relatively small, contributing on average around four per cent of the
annual catch value between 1998 and 2003. The value of Victorian abalone catches,
however, comprises about 25% of the value of abalone catches throughout Australia.
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Table 37: Victorian-managed fisheries production by value, 1998-2003 ($'000).497

Fish
Crustaceans
Prawns
Rock Lobsters
Crab
Other
Molluscs
Abalone
Scallops
Squid
Other
Total

13.3

1998-99
18,988

19992000
21,213

2000-01
25,768

2001-02
26,783

2002-03
29,186

834
16,744
1,578
487

1,564
18,313
766
559

2,304
21,809
601
652

1,391
20,540
323
695

1,141
17,356
374
375

45,053
37
280
2,717
90,613

57,715
584
473
2,697
61,469

70,619
1619
618
2,983
126,973

61,261
1283
719
3,981
116,976

54,063
1215
722
4,474
108,877

The Victorian-managed commercial fisheries industry was worth $108 million

in 2002-03. Wild catch fish by value are predominantly King George Whiting, Eels
and Bream. In addition to Victorian-managed fisheries, Tasmanian and
Commonwealth-managed fisheries land around $50 million of seafood product in
Victoria. The commercial fishing industry provides one of rural Victoria’s major
sources of employment, with approximately 8,000 people obtaining the majority of
their work through the industry. Victoria is also the processing centre for much of the
seafood that is caught in South-eastern Australia.

Occupational health and safety in the fishing industry
13.4

Health and safety in the fishing industry has benefited from the introduction of

improved technologies that have made vessels and fishing practice both more
productive, and safer. Over past decades, the introduction of radar technologies, and
more recently, global positioning system technologies have also contributed to the
productivity and safety of fishing operations.
13.5

While fishing was regarded by a number of witnesses before the Committee as

relatively safe in calm conditions, most acknowledged that some aspects of
commercial fishing were inherently dangerous, such as in inclement weather or while

497

Australian Bureau of Agricultural and Resource Economics, Australian fisheries statistics 2004,
Australian Bureau of Agricultural and Resource Economics, Canberra, 2005.
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crossing sand bars. One witness told the Committee that most fishermen he had talked
to admitted they had fallen overboard at some stage in their careers.498
13.6

Within the industry, induction training programs for new deckhands,

occupational health and safety and first aid training for vessel operators and managers,
and the regular use of life rafts and dinghies on some vessels have been introduced.
During the course of the Committee’s inquiry, a personal flotation device (PFD) trial
was also being conducted to determine appropriate designs for work in commercial
fishing operations. Marine Safety Victoria also conducts annual inspections of vessels
within the industry.
13.7

Within Victoria, Seafood Industry Victoria, WorkSafe, Marine Safety Victoria

and Seafood Training Victoria currently undertake activities to improve health and
safety within the industry.

Causes of death and injury
13.8

There is relatively little detailed information on the causes of injury and

fatality in the Victorian commercial fishing industry. In particular, data on the causes
of injury is difficult to obtain in Victoria, so for the purposes of this discussion
information from across the commercial fishing industry in Australia is considered.
During the period 1995-96 to 1999-00, information from the National Workers’
Compensation Statistics Databases showed that the majority of injuries to workers
employed in the marine fisheries industry were associated with the use of nonpowered hand tools, appliances and equipment (Table 38).
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Richard Mostard, Gippsland Water Police, Public Hearing, Lakes Entrance, 6 April 2004, p. 13.
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Table 38: Agency of injury in the marine fishing industry, Australia,
1995-96 to 1999-2000.499
Machinery and fixed plant
Mobile plant and transport
Powered equipment, tools and appliances
Non-powered hand tools, appliances and equipment
Chemicals and chemical products
Materials and substances
Environmental agencies
Animal, human and biological agencies
Other and unspecified agencies

13.9

2.5%
11.8%
0.8%
29.4%
0.0%
7.8%
18.0%
16.0%
13.6%

The cause of most fatalities in the commercial fishing industry is drowning,

with a number of these deaths potentially avoidable through the use of personal
flotation devices (PFDs).500 A study on Australian fatalities in the commercial fishing
industry between 1989 and 1992 found that more than 80 per cent of deaths were
caused by drowning.501 The most common circumstances surrounding these deaths
were vessel capsize in rough conditions (42 per cent of deaths), and a single crew
member or lone fisherman falling overboard, often in rough conditions (24 per cent of
deaths).

Rates of injuries and fatalities
In my time as officer in charge of the Gippsland water police [since April 1985] we have
had at least seven fatalities involving professional fishermen’s vessels that I am aware
of.502

13.10 Across Australia, the incidence rate of injury within the commercial fishing
industry ranged between 47.5 and 53.8 claims per 1,000 workers from 2001-2003. In
Victoria, the incidence rate of claims in 2001 was 35.6 per 1,000 workers.503 Between
1994-95 and 2003-04, 270 claims were reported for injuries to people working in the
fishing industry.
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Source: National Occupational Health and Safety Commission, 'NOHSC Online Statistics
Interactive', viewed 24 February 2005, <http://www.nohsc.gov.au/OHSInformation/NOSI/default.asp>.
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National Occupational Health and Safety Commission, Work-related fatal injuries as a result of
fishing and maritime activities in Australia, 1989 to 1992, NOHSC, Sydney, 1999, p. 6.
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Richard Mostard, Gippsland Water Police, Public Hearing, Lakes Entrance, 6 April 2004, p. 2.
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National Occupational Health and Safety Commission, 'NOHSC Online Statistics Interactive',
viewed 24 February 2005, <http://www.nohsc.gov.au/OHSInformation/NOSI/default.asp>. Victorian
data not available for 2002 and 2003. As claims through the Victorian WorkCover Authority were
relatively stable over this period, it is likely that the incident rate of claims also remained stable during
this period.
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Table 39: Fishing industry claims reported to the Victorian WorkCover
Authority, 1994-95 to 2003-04.504

Reported
claims

199495

199596

199697

199798

199899

19992000

200001

200102

200203

200304

27

32

31

23

33

29

30

18

25

22

13.11 A report by the Victorian State Coroner’s Office found that between 1991 and
2001, 14 people working in the commercial fishing industry were killed while
working. All of these deaths were males, predominantly aged between 40 and 60
years.505

Education and research
13.12 The Committee was encouraged to hear from witnesses that, while there is still
some progress to be made regarding injury and accident rates, substantial
improvements have been made in occupational health and safety practice in the
commercial fishing industry over recent decades.506 According to Sgt Richard Mostard
of the Gippsland Water Police:
To the professional fishermen’s credit, they were quick to take up suggestions of work
safety and their practices have improved over the years. WorkSafe now plays a large role
in the marine industry and most fishermen are keen to make their work practices safer.507

13.13 In the field of education for new entrants to the industry, the Committee was
told that a deckhand training manual produced by the New South Wales Department
of Education and Training had produced a training manual for deckhands which had
been approved by Marine Safety Victoria, and were well received by the Victorian
commercial fishing industry.508 The Committee was also told that Seafood Training
Victorian and Seafood Industry Victoria were in the process of putting together a
manual on occupational health and safety for the industry.
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13.14 The Committee was also told that an extremely valuable means of providing
health and safety education to commercial fishermen was through peer education.509
Mr Ross McGowan of Seafood Industry Victoria told the Committee that fishermen
were particularly responsive to education conducted in the context of group
discussions, where they were able to share their experiences and concerns with other
people actively engaged as workers and/or employers in the industry.510
13.15 The Committee encourages the Victorian WorkCover Authority to consider
making funds available for the development, publication and distribution of the
manual on occupational health and safety proposed by Seafood Industry Victoria and
Seafood Training Victoria.
Recommendation 31:

That the Victorian WorkCover Authority

support the development, publication and distribution of an
occupational health and safety manual for employers, to distribute to
employees, in Victorian commercial fishing operations.

Machinery, plant, vehicles and equipment
Personal flotation devices
13.16 One of the major discussion points during the course of this inquiry concerned
the use of personal flotation devices (such as life jackets) on commercial fishing
vessels. At the time of the inquiry, trials of various personal flotation devices were
being conducted within the industry. At the time of publishing this report results of
this trial were not available.511 The Committee noted a number of issues surrounding
the potential use of personal flotation devices by the industry, particularly regarding
suggestions that personal flotation devices be worn at all times in the industry. The
main objections raised to this requirement included:
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Ross McGowan, Executive Director, Seafood Industry of Victoria, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 21
January 2004, p. 28; John Sealey, Chair, Seafood Training Victoria, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 21
January 2004, p. 28.
510
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January 2004, p. 23.
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In 2004 a review of personal floatation devices for recreational use of boats was completed which
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underwayThese proposals do not affect commercial fishing operators.
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•

that bulky personal flotation devices (PFDs), or those with toggles, cords
or straps hanging loose, could create additional health and safety concerns.
People within the industry expressed concerns that these could become
entangled in equipment, or that bulky PFDs could interfere with routine
work;

•

that if PFDs were worn constantly there was an increased chance that they
might be damaged during the course of everyday work activities, thus
rendering them ineffective in the event of the wearer falling overboard;

13.17 The Committee met with a number of representatives from the industry, and
the consensus among those witnesses was that the use of personal flotation devices in
the commercial fishing industry was appropriate under certain circumstances, but that
it was not necessary to wear them all of the time.512 Some suggestions of
circumstances during which wearing personal flotation devices might be appropriate
included: at night; during rough conditions; and while crossing sandbars.513
13.18 While the health and safety benefits of wearing personal flotation devices in
the event of falling overboard are obvious, the Committee noted objections raised by
witnesses concerning the use of personal flotation devices during fishing work
activities. Ideally, a personal flotation device will be developed that is sufficiently
durable and unobtrusive to enable it to be worn at all times while at sea. However,
until such a solution is found, the Committee encourages the industry to consider the
development of health and safety codes that determine appropriate times for personal
flotation devices to be worn. The Committee looks forward to the results of the
industry trials into the use of personal flotation devices in commercial fishing.
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Environment, management and culture
13.19 The Committee heard from some witnesses that, similar to issues raised about
the farming and forestry industries, fatigue was a possible source of occupational
health and safety risk. Mr Peter Clarke, Chairman of the Lakes Entrance Fishermen's
Cooperative Society Ltd., told the Committee that as a result of many participants in
the commercial fishing industry being ‘price takers’, they were occasionally
understaffed or overworked.
It just appears that every time we turn around nowadays something else is coming down
to get more money out of us, if you like — for the sake of saying that. It seems to be just
like a bottomless pit. Of course we are at the end of the chain and we cannot just say to
our fish purchasers, ‘We’re going to get another $1 a kilo for our fish’. We have to wear
all this. It is definitely hurting the industry and it is going to make it very hard for the
industry to continue under these present restrictions we have on us and the overheads,
definitely.514

13.20 Furthermore, witnesses also suggested that it was difficult to recruit new
workers to the industry. They suggested that this was, at least in part, due to
perceptions of commercial fishing as a dangerous occupation.515 However, the
Committee also noted that representatives of the commercial fishing industry
considered the industry to have made substantial improvements to health and safety.

Government and industry
13.21 Within the commercial fishing industry, Marine Safety Victoria is the
government body responsible for making criteria for seaworthiness of vessels and for
creating guidelines to determine what equipment should be carried on boats. Marine
Safety Victoria ensures the design, construction and equipment of new and existing
vessels meets minimum specified standards. The Victorian WorkCover Authority is
also responsible for ensuring that occupational health and safety requirements are
adhered to by the industry.
13.22 The Committee heard from some witnesses that there was some concern
within the industry that not all members of the WorkSafe Victoria inspectorate for

514

Peter Clarke, Chairman, Lakes Entrance Fishermen's Cooperative Society Ltd., Public Hearing,
Lakes Entrance, 6 April 2004, p. 4.
515
Peter Clarke, Chairman, Lakes Entrance Fishermen's Cooperative Society Ltd., Public Hearing,
Lakes Entrance, 6 April 2004; John Sealey, Chair, Seafood Training Victoria, Public Hearing,
Melbourne, 21 January 2004, p. 28.
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commercial fishing were experienced in occupational health and safety issues as they
relate to small commercial fishing vessels.516 These witnesses also told the Committee
that it would be useful if WorkSafe inspectors could provide more specific advice on
solutions to occupational health and safety risks identified during the course of
inspections. Similar issues have been discussed in regard to the activities of WorkSafe
inspectors on Victorian farms. The Committee believes it is necessary that the
Victorian WorkCover Authority appoint inspectors who have appropriate experience
within specific industries and industry activities in order to improve the way
WorkCover and WorkSafe are perceived by industry.
Recommendation 32:

That the Victorian WorkCover Authority ensure

that WorkSafe inspectors appointed to duties in the Victorian
commercial fishing industry have sufficient experience in issues
associated with the operations of small and large scale fishing
enterprises.

The report was adopted by the Committee on Wednesday 20 July 2005.
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Ross McGowan, Executive Director, Seafood Industry of Victoria, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 21
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2004.
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Extract from the proceedings

Extract from the proceedings
The minutes of the proceedings of the Committee show the following divisions which
took place during the consideration of the draft report.
Monday 11 July 2005
Chapter Five
Question:

That Chapter Five, paragraphs 5.1 to 5.30, stand part of the report.

AYES:

Ben Hardman (Chair), Craig Ingram (Deputy Chair), John McQuilten,
Robert Mitchell

NOES:

Denis Napthine

And so it was resolved in the affirmative.

Monday 18 July 2005
Question:

That Recommendation 27 stand part of the report.

AYES:

Ben Hardman (Chair). Craig Ingram (Deputy Chair) Michael
Crutchfield, John McQuilten, Robert Mitchell.

NOES:

Denis Napthine, Peter Walsh.

And so it was resolved in the affirmative.

Question:

That Chapter Eleven, paragraphs 11.1 to 11.40, stand part of the report.

AYES:

Ben Hardman (Chair). Craig Ingram (Deputy Chair) Michael
Crutchfield, John McQuilten, Robert Mitchell.

NOES:

Denis Napthine, Peter Walsh.

And so it was resolved in the affirmative.
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Wednesday 20 July 2005
Question:

That the draft report, as amended, together with the correction of any
typographical errors, be the report of the Committee.

AYES:

Ben Hardman (Chair), Craig Ingram (Deputy Chair), Michael
Crutchfield, John McQuilten, Robert Mitchell

NOES:

Peter Walsh

And so it was resolved in the affirmative.

The report was adopted by the Committee on Wednesday 20 July 2005.
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Section

National Farmers’ Federation

Australian Transport Safety Bureau

RegNet
Department of Agriculture, Forestry and
Fishing

Department of Health and Ageing

9 March 2004 – Modewarre
Mr Dick Baker
Mr Gordon Dodson
Mr Graeme Prince
Mr Robert Small, Chief Executive Officer
Mr Barry Winter
Mr Ben Wright

Individual,Mount Duneed
Individual,Drysdale
Individual,Larpent
Colac-Otway Shire
Individual,Modewarre
Individual,Modewarre

10 March 2004 – Warrnambool
Ms Valerie Ahearn, Project Manager
Mr and Mrs Max Clutterbuck
Ms Naomi Pye
Mr Neville Symons

218

Glenelg Outreach Primary Health
Individual,Hamilton
Individual,Bessiebelle
Individual,Warrnambool
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11 March 2004 – Horsham
Ms Wendy Altmann, Community Health Nurse
Mr Michael Blake
Ms Vanessa Drendel
Mr Kym Grosser, Director
Mr Barry Ray, Lecturer, Animal Production,
Longerenong College

West Wimmera Health Service
Individual,Hamilton
Netherby Lorquon VFF Landcare Group
Irwin Motors Farm Machinery
University of Melbourne

23 March 2004 – Kerang
Dr Greg Keogh
Cr Luigi Basile, Mayor
Cr Keith den Houting
Mr Geoff Kendell
Ms Jacinta Boyd
Ms Tricia Currie, Regional Coordinator
Mr Richard Trezise

Individual,Kerang
Gannawarra Shire Council
Individual,Kerang
Individual,Kerang
Loddon Mallee Farm Safety
Individual,Cohuna

23 March 2004 – Robinvale
Mr Bernard Denner
Mr Nick Muraca, President
Mr Peter McIntosh
Mr Graem Kelly, Chief Executive Officer

Centre for the Advancement of Men’s Health
Robinvale and District Table Grape Growers
Association
Robinvale District Health Services

24 March 2004 – Sea Lake
Ms Kathryn John, Chairperson
Ms Tameaka Marchant, Health Promotion
Officer
Cr David Quayle, Mayor
Mr Michael Robertson
Mr Neil Simpson

Ouyen Farm Safety Expo Committee
Swan Hill District Hospital
Swan Hill Rural City Council
Individual,Cabarita
Individual,Berriwollock

6 April 2004 – Lakes Entrance
Mr Peter Clarke, Chairman
Ms Kerry Easton, Vice President
Ms Anita Hallett, Committee Member
Ms Alison Howe, Committee Member
Ms Jill Tucker, Co-ordinator
Mr Douglas Liston, General Manager
Sgt Richard Mostard

Lakes Entrance Fishermen’s Cooperative
Society Ltd
MeerIieu and District Rural Community
Group
Wellington Farm Safety Action Group
Tambo Logging Company
Gippsland Water Police
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7 April 2004 – Leongatha
Mr David Bennett, Director
Mr David Kebbell, Principal Field Officer,
WorkSafe Victoria
Mr Phillip Maskrey, Field Officer, WorkSafe
Victoria
Mr John Merritt, Executive Director, WorkSafe
Victoria
Associate Professor Daryl Pedler, Director,
Gippsland Regional Clinical School

Safety Training and Environmental
Management Services Pty Ltd
Victorian WorkCover Authority

Monash University

14 April 2004 – Seymour
Cr Mike Dalmau, Mayor
Mr Daniel Hogan, Chief Executive Officer
Mr David Findlay, Centre Manager, Primary
Industries Team
Ms Nancy Hiscock, President, Kilmore Branch
Ms Sarah Thomson, Member
Mr Robert Pearce
Ms Lisa Linton, Health Promotions Officer
Ms Marg Joiner
Ms Veronica Salter
Mr Graham Kurzman
Cr Donald Paterson

Shire of Murrindindi
Goulburn Ovens Institute of TAFE
Victorian Farmers Federation
Glenaroua Land Management Group
Individual,Clonbinane
Mitchell Community Health Services

Individual,Wandong
Shire of Mitchell

14 April 2004 – Shepparton
Ms Robyn Launder, Regional Occupational
Health and Safety Coordinator
Ms Cath Marriott
Mr Norman Sims
Ms Gwenda Stephens

Department of Primary Industries
Individual,Benalla
Individual,Karramomus

15 April 2004 – Wangaratta
Dr Penny Egan-Vine
Mr Brian Gardener, Counsellor
Mr Keiran Klemm
Ms Cathy McGowan, Member, Board of
Management
Ms Sharon O’Brien, Member
Ms Margaret McKenzie, North Eastern Farm
Safety Regional Manager
Mr Frank Vaia
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National Association for Loss and Grief
Murray Valley Rural Counselling Group
Individual,Wangaratta
Australian Women in Agriculture

Yarrawonga Community Health Centre
Individual,Wangaratta
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27 April 2004 – Ballarat
Ms Sue Brumby, Director of Community
Services
Mr Jim Fletcher, Chief Executive Officer
Mr Steve Cowley
Ms Dulcie Long, Community Health Nurse
Dr John Martin, Associate Professor and
Director, Centre for Regional and Rural
Development
Ms Susie O’Neill, Chief Executive Officer
Dr Laurie Prosser, Manager, Research and
Development
Mr Mathew Stevens, Education Manager

Western District Health Service

University of Ballarat
Western District Health Service
Hesse Rural Health Service
RMIT Hamilton

WorkSafe K.I.D.S.

20 May 2004 – Bendigo
Mr Frank Ford, Consulting Engineer
Mrs Roslyn Lanyon, Victorian winner, Child
Safety on Farms Competition 2003
Mr John Scott, Broiler Farmer

Individual,Cranbourne
Individual,Boort
Individual,Marong

12 July 2004 – Melbourne
Mr David Baines, Executive Manager,
Business Operations Division

Kawasaki

221

Inquiry into the Cause of Fatality and Injury on Victorian Farms

222

Minority report

Minority report
Rural and Regional Services and Development Committee
INQUIRY INTO THE CAUSE OF FATALITY AND INJURY ON VICTORIAN
FARMS – MINORITY REPORT
Peter Walsh, Member for Swan Hill
Denis Napthine, Member for South West Coast

We reject Recommendation 27 of the report which urges the State
Government to assist local governments to incorporate farm safety into
municipal public health plans.
It is our considered view that local
governments have no role to play in promoting farm safety by implementing
farm safety initiatives into their municipal public health plans.
Occupational health and safety is legitimately and entirely the responsibility of
individual employers, peak industry bodies and the Victorian WorkCover
Authority through its WorkSafe Victoria Division. We have concerns that the
incorporation of occupational health and safety initiatives for the agriculture
sector into municipal public health plans will lead to other industry sectors
being included in the future.
Although the proposal may be well intentioned, the implementation of this
recommendation will add to the burden of costs which have already been
shifted by the State Government to local government.
Recommendation 27 should read:
That the preparation, delivery and funding of farm safety programs continues
to be the responsibility of the Victorian WorkCover Authority in cooperation
with employers, and has no place in municipal public health plans.
Peter Walsh
Member for Swan Hill
Deputy Leader of The Nationals
The Nationals Spokesman for Agriculture & Water
Denis Napthine
Member for South West Coast
Shadow Minister for Rural & Regional Development
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