RESEARCH AND
EVALUATION
SUMMARY REPORT

Forestry in 2016
MARCH 2017

The forestry sector is one of WorkSafe’s four priority
sectors, with a high incidence of injuries and fatalities.
WorkSafe has had a dedicated forestry programme,
running since 2010 in different forms. The programme
is currently in a phase of re-developing its future
work. To inform the next phase of the programme,
the project team requested research to understand
what changes have occurred in the sector, and what
the catalysts (both internal and external) for these
changes were.
The primary purpose of this research was to
understand what, if any, changes have occurred in
the Forestry sector and the role these have played
in the changes to serious injuries and fatalities
observed by WorkSafe. The research gave equal
focus to internal and external influences on the
sector, and WorkSafe’s role in the changes.

This research involved interviews and focus groups
with over 100 participants in forestry across five
regions, as well as WorkSafe staff. The researchers
spoke to trainers, workers, contractors and owners/
principals across the sector, including those working in
silviculture, corporate logging and small-scale forestry.

HAVE THERE BEEN CHANGES IN THE RATES
OF FATALITY AND INJURY WITHIN FORESTRY?
This research found that there had been
improvements in the severe and non-severe injury
rates in forestry. The improvements in severe injury
rates have been occurring since 2010, meaning
improvements may be part of a larger trend in the
industry, including increased mechanisation and
less people on the ground.

Injuries in the Forestry sector per 1,000 FTEs
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Figure 1: Rate of severe injuries in the Forestry sector per 1,000 FTEs (2009-2015 calendar years)
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There are limitations of reported injury data, as these
can be affected by exogenous factors – such as policy
changes in accepting claims, and motivations for
making a claim. However, the injury rates suggest that
the forestry industry is moving in a positive direction.
In terms of fatalities, from the data below, we can say
that there were an unusually high number of fatalities
in 2013, but since then numbers have returned to
pre-2013 levels and below (see Table 1).
YEAR

NUMBER OF FATALITIES

2008

4

2009

5

2010

4

2011

3

2012

5

2013

10

2014

2

2015

3

Source: SWIFT data (This dataset combines both the data
from the industry group called ‘Forestry and Logging’ and
the industry group called ‘Forestry Support Services’)
Table 1: Fatalities in the forestry sector (2008-2015 calendar years)

prosecutions taken by the CTU have influenced
owners and contractors in their practice, but these
had less impact on workers in the industry. Workers
were most strongly influenced by their immediate
employer – the contractor, who had increased the
expectations of their crews in response to pressure
they were experiencing.
WorkSafe is seen as having played an integral role
in the changes. The approach taken by WorkSafe
put pressure on owners and contractors to document
their practice more thoroughly, and to lift their
standards. Most owners, contractors and crews had
noticed an increase in the frequency of visits from
the inspectorate, particularly from 2014. Some would
welcome more frequent inspector visits on site.
They feel this will improve the relationships between
WorkSafe and the industry, and also provide another
chance to reinforce standards of practice expected.

I’ve done some wicked stuff, some absolutely out
there, should-be-in-a-box scenarios, but that’s just
me, and probably some of the older generation
that logged during the 90s, early 2000s. But with
WorkSafe and everyone getting a bit tighter, and
then 2013 just absolutely put the nail in the coffin.

WHAT HAS HAD A ROLE IN CHANGES
TO PRACTICE WITHIN THE SECTOR?

So from there, yep, I’ve seen a big shift in the health

A partnership between industry members and
WorkSafe, alongside support for improvement from
external parties (such as the CTU) has brought about
much of the change observed since 2013. The changes
have largely been driven through corporate owners/
principals placing greater obligations on contractors,
through the contracting process.

into it and starting buying into it.

We’re auditing our contractors all a lot more, and
you know, (the inspector) has been saying that for
years, he says, “don’t go through their first aid kit
and check if they’ve got enough bandages, you
actually say, ‘where’s your first aid kit and when
did you guys last check it?’”
Owner

Contractors have then taken on the new standards
and obligations, and implemented them. This can
be seen in the more frequent tailgate meetings with
staff, monthly health and safety meetings, annual
safe start sessions, safe behaviour observations and
other auditing occurring on site. Much less change
or pressure to change was seen in small-scale
forestry. The negative media coverage, and private

and safety culture, where guys have actually bought

Supervisor

Many of those interviewed said that WorkSafe had
come out with a determined focus after 2013 and
pushed for improvements. This was seen as being
quite strongly enforcement-focussed in the early
stages, followed by a noticeable shift to providing
more education in recent months – particularly
with the build up to the new legislation.
The findings highlighted the integral role of the
inspectors in any national programme of work,
particularly at a crew and contractor level.
Most contractors and crew members were not aware
of the national programme, nor the work being
undertaken at a national level. Their interface with
WorkSafe was an inspector or assessment manager,
and this local contact determined whether they had
a positive view of the organisation and the level of
credibility associated with WorkSafe. To their credit,
the forestry programme team has involved inspectors
extensively in their programme planning and work, and
this was evident in this research – both in the way in
which the inspectorate was incorporated in programme
activity and the level of engagement of inspectors.

WHAT HAS GONE WELL?
The research has found that through the contracting
process, there was a noticeable increase in the
incidence of basic good practice occurring – crews
were holding tailgate meetings more often, and
documenting their practice more.
There is also evidence that the prevalence of some
of the poor health and safety practices had reduced,
with less workers reporting undertaking risky
behaviours, and the qualitative data showing that
contractors had used a number of different ways
to drive compliance since 2013.
Strong collaboration across industry and with
WorkSafe was clear in the research. Following the
independent review, the pressure from a more visible
inspectorate, willing to take enforcement action
if needed, and the expectations of owners and
principals (pushed through the contracting process)
has built a tension for change across forestry that
has resulted in positive results for both severe and
non-severe injuries.
This collaboration was evident in the alignment
between WorkSafe’s views on the issues in the
forestry industry and the views of those working
in the industry. When asked about the health and
safety issues they were dealing with, the views
of those in the industry were in alignment with
WorkSafe’s current and intended future focus.
The owners and principals interviewed were
positive about the new Health and Safety at
Work Act (HSWA). As intended, the introduction
of the new Act had created an opportunity for
discussion about Health and Safety policies and
procedures and a chance to review what was in
place. Principals and owners were particularly
concerned with the technicalities of the Act,
and whether their interpretation was going to
line up with how WorkSafe would interpret it.
The contractors interviewed were also using the
new legislation as an opportunity to review and
take stock. Contractors were more focussed on
how the Act would play out for their crews, than
on the technical aspects of the act. Contractors
reported bearing the brunt of the costs associated
with the change to the legislations, as principals
and owners put new compliance activity in place,
but did not increase the rates paid.

AREAS FOR FUTURE FOCUS
The purpose of the research was not only to look at
what had changed in the sector since 2013, but also
to understand where the programme should focus

in future years. While a picture of less poor practice,
and some increased good practice emerged from the
research, it was clear there was still room for more
good practice to be implemented. This was particularly
evident in the small-scale forestry part of the industry
and with smaller operators across the industry.
A recurring theme from these operators was a lack
of resource and ability to implement improvements
and changes to health and safety practice.

TRAINING AND WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT
A major concern for principals, owners, contractors
and crews was the ageing workforce and the need
to recruit new workers to the industry. Participants
discussed the bad reputation that they thought
forestry had which was driven by high rates of injury
and fatalities. Many thought this reputation impacted
negatively on their ability to recruit into the sector.
There was a strong feeling that this reputation was
unfair (particularly when comparing the number of
injuries and fatalities in forestry with other industries,
such as agriculture and construction) and that these
sectors had not been subject to the same level of
criticism. Many said that the mothers of sons did
not want their sons to go into forestry because it
was too dangerous.
Though participants discussed the need for increased
professionalism in the industry, the research found
a dearth of formal working arrangements. While
workers appeared to have contracts, most were
minimalistic and were not accompanied by a formal
job description. This finding mirrors that of Muir’s
(2014) research which focussed on forestry working
conditions and contractual realities. Workers and
contractors said rotating roles were commonplace
in the industry, as it provided workers with some
diversity of what could be repetitive tasks, and also
meant crew members could fill in for others if needed.
This was especially important to contractors who
ran lean operations and had no floating crew
members to cover.
Also affecting the workforce in forestry was a
significant amount of downward pressure on wages.
Many participants reported the presence of downward
wage pressure where over a crew member’s career
there was little increase in the hourly rate. Downward
pressure on wages was common for those in the
ground-based non-mechanised and silviculture crews.
Crew members said that whilst the hourly rate offered
could be appealing to school leavers, it was less
attractive to workers when they had been in the role
for some time, or had begun establishing a family.
The hourly rate was considered low, even when
compared to low-skilled work, such as retail and

hospitality jobs where the working conditions
were considered superior. Working in forestry was
demanding and environmental conditions were often
challenging, many thought their pay rates did not
compensate for the working conditions, risk or skill
required to work in logging or silviculture.
Many contractors fulfil a unique pastoral role with
crew members as a means of addressing both labour
recruitment and retention issues, in particular the
impact that community and home life has on worker
retention and performance in relation to drug and
alcohol consumption.
The external training in the industry is viewed as
being of low quality and difficult to access, particularly
the off-site entry-level courses, which are seen
as not providing a realistic understanding of the
forestry working environment and subsequently
those who graduate have no real understanding of
the workplace they encounter. To address this, many
corporate owners and principals are employing their
own internal trainer/assessors to provide instruction
on- site so that their workers are able to gain the
qualifications necessary to carry out the work and
have relevant site understanding.
On-site training was the most desired form of
instruction. While some crew members were keen for
a limited session in a quiet classroom environment,
they wanted the majority of training to be conducted
on site, and in a practical format where they learnt by
doing. This was also the desired format of contractors
and owners/principals.
A key theme was a focus on documented assessment
and attainment of qualifications which could then
be used to demonstrate competency to undertake
specific tasks on site to WorkSafe, corporate owners
and principals. The compliance approach has been
driven, in part, by WorkSafe’s perceived push for
documentation, and is an adverse effect of the
assessment drive undertaken by WorkSafe since 2013.
Cf demonstrated competency.

WORKER ENGAGEMENT, PARTICIPATION
AND REPRESENTATION
A recurrent theme of the research was that much of
the health and safety engagement and participation
activities were undertaken in less formal ways,
on site, and driven by the contractors (PCBUs) or
management staff. In particular, contractors were
using Hazard ID sessions, daily or weekly tailgate
meetings, and monthly health and safety meetings
to consciously engage their staff and encourage
participation in health and safety.

Workers reported little change and little awareness
of the new Act. The change of legislation was viewed
as being another shift in a long line of changing
expectations, and it fed into workers feeling Health
and Safety was hard to understand and an issue for
specialists. There was also a concern that workers
themselves were now liable for accidents under the
new Act (which they are not), which put them off
participating further.
In terms of representation, forestry crews that
participated in this research tended not to have formal
representation structures in place. Crew members
were expected to discuss issues directly with their site
foreman or supervisor, or the contractor. Where there
was more formal representation, those in this research
discussed having either Health and Safety champions
– who were selected by the contractor – or (very
rarely) a Health and Safety Committee, in place.
An impact of the new Act and increased intensity
of WorkSafe inspectors in the forestry industry
was an increase in the documentation of all
Health and Safety practice. This was also seen in
the documentation of any Worker Engagement,
Participation, and Representation (WEPR) activity
discussed. Contractors noted that not only were
they doing more to engage with their staff, but
they were also ensuring it was documented.
Although not as formal as seen in other industries,
a theme of the qualitative research, and the 2015
Health and Safety Attitudes and Behaviour (HSAB)
survey was that workers were happy with the current
ways they were being engaged on Health and Safety,
and how they were participating.

VARIETY THE KEY IN PROVIDING
INFORMATION ON HEALTH AND SAFETY
The research found that communicating health and
safety information to workers in forestry would be
most successfully received by working through the
contractor (their employer). Workers in both this
research and the HSAB Survey stated their preference
was to speak to their employer about any concerns
or questions they had, even if the concern was about
something the employer was requesting or doing.
Workers generally stated they preferred to get
information in a physical format. While some crew
members were computer-literate they were unlikely
to look for health and safety information outside
of work hours, and lacked coverage to access
information online while at work.

Principals and contractors in the corporate sector
spoke of relying on Health and Safety Advisors
or Consultants to help them understand and stay
informed of changes in Health and Safety, with
very few saying they would call a local inspector,
who were still often viewed as policing health and
safety. Principals were more open to electronic
communication and contractors were less likely
to rely on this means of communication. Contractors
and owners in small-scale forestry (including farm
owners) were clear that they often had other roles
and responsibilities outside of forestry, and thus
wanted simple information transmitted either
through the media or industry bodies.
The key message in terms of how to communicate
with those in the industry is that a one-size-fits-all
approach will not work, and that even those who
sit alongside each other in the supply chain have
different preferences and needs. WorkSafe has already
undertaken an extensive programme of work to better
understand user needs and what could be done to
provide a better user experience for those wanting to
engage with WorkSafe from any industry. WorkSafe
has also joined Government’s Better Public Services
programme1, participating in Result 9 ‘Better for
Business’, which is focused on delivering better public
services for business customers. Much of this work
may address the issues raised in the research.
In addition, following the implementation of the new
legislation, the forestry programme worked with the
Forestry Independent Safety Council (FISC) to provide
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guidance and information through the SafeTree
website2. Much of this work was either near the end
or following the fieldwork for this research, so is not
reflected in the data.

SMALL-AND MEDIUM-SCALE FORESTS
This research has found that the Forestry
programme’s focus on small-scale forestry is
warranted. This area of the industry is characterised
by less-developed health and safety systems, which
will present greater risk as the volume of wood
harvested in woodlots and farm-based forestry
increases. Small-scale forestry differs from industrial
forestry in a number of ways, in terms of their
motivations and vulnerability to external influences,
and the harvesting methods employed. This means
that the approach taken with those in industrial
forestry will not necessarily work as well with those
in small-scale operations, and thus a focus designed
for small-scale is crucial in achieving better health
and safety outcomes for workers in this area.
Specific key differences are discussed below.

MOTIVATIONS FOR HARVESTING
This research found that farm forest owner’s decisions
to harvest were driven by wood prices. Farm forest
owners were concerned about responsibility for health
and safety on the farm when logging contractors
were harvesting. Most thought it was the contractor’s
responsibility, but remained apprehensive about
potential liability.

The forecast phase of 2015 and 2025 shows an
increase of up to 35 million m3/year availability most
of which will come from small scale forest growers
who established their forests during the 1990s.
The plantings in the 1990s included plantings on
very steep sites that will be difficult and expensive
to harvest. Some will not be harvested for this reason.
The cost of providing infrastructure for logging of
farm forests and or private lots was a concern for all.
Many of the small to medium sized forests are hard
to access and roading costs were a major issue as too
was the challenge of being able to put in a sufficient
(and safe) skid site. Contractor’s observed that
farmers were often reluctant to address infrastructure
– or to go to any expense for this. Access roads were
reportedly often poorly laid out and not gravelled as
the farmer(s) were reluctant to damage pasture land.

VIABILITY OF INCREASED MECHANISATION
Internationally and locally there has been an increased
focus on using ground based machines for harvesting
and for the extraction of timber off steep terrain.
Having fewer workers on the ground and the greater
use of mechanisation is assumed to have a positive
impact on injury and fatality rates. Machine cabs do
protect workers from fatality or injury from falling
objects. Yet, the use of machines on steep sites could
also lead to machine roll over on unstable terrain or
on slope gradients that the machine was not designed
to operate on.
In New Zealand, cable yarder systems are used on
steep terrain forests and account for 53 percent of
forest estate operators, the remaining 47 percent
are ground based and account for 55 percent and
60 percent of the total wood harvested. Increased
mechanisation will impact on work-related health in
a range of ways (potential increase in obesity, loss of
fitness and propensity to strain or sprain when exiting
machinery). It is anticipated that there will be a need
for more forest workers and machines to harvest the
increased volumes. There has been an increase in the
importation of cable yarders, cable logging methods
have changed little in 50 years and require an average
crew size of 8 people.
There was general acknowledgement that mechanised
crews were more efficient and provided greater
safety for workers. However, all acknowledged that
machinery was expensive and most small contractors
would not have the security of employment to
raise the capital necessary to become mechanised.
Contractors who were not mechanised were
concerned that more mechanised contractors and
crews would move into the small-scale sector and
that they would be displaced from harvesting the

more accessible sites and pushed into working
on the steepest and riskiest sites.

CHALLENGES OF WOODLOT HARVESTING
The small contractors also stressed that larger
contractors working in corporate forests were
better supported to address health and safety and
that as a small operator this was more of a challenge.
Securing contracts and dealing with everyday
business concerns took priority over health and
safety. Small contractors and their crew did not
have guaranteed year round work. When they had
contracts, they tended to work quickly so they could
move onto the next contract in a ‘make hay while the
sun shines kind of way’. Some farmers thought this
meant that corners were cut and the safety of crew
was an issue.
The business of the small-scale forest, or small-scale
forest on farms and that of those who harvest can
be described as small to medium sized businesses.
Most of the issues typical of small to medium sized
businesses apply to those in this sector. That is, they
have limited human, economic and technical resource.
Health and safety tends to be prioritised after an
event – when it is too late. Keeping the business
economically viable is prioritised.
Small and medium sized business classifications are
possibly too broad, for this sector it is arguably more
useful when designing interventions to think of a
range: micro, small, medium. The research confirms
this was the case for the smallest businesses that
participated in the research.
Formalised health and safety processes and systems
are not common in this part of the sector. Health and
Safety is more commonly addressed in an informal
manner. Since the legislation there has been increased
concern about liability. There appears to be a shift
toward formalising processes and systems, this is
appears driven by compliance and a fear of liability
rather than a substantial shift in behaviour or changed
practices or procedures aimed at improving health
and safety outcomes. There is a strong tendency for
both owners, contractors and crews to think that it is
WorkSafe’s responsibility to tell them what to do and
what will ‘keep them safe’ – and ‘safe from liability’.

FARM FORESTRY
Negative experiences with harvesting on farms
included contractors not keeping to set plans and
unanticipated problems occurring, including: not
taking care with overhead power lines, not taking
care of creeks and river beds and failing to observe
fence lines. Other concerns expressed by farm forest
owners included observing crews that had poor

technique, put other crew at risk, using old and/or
poorly maintained equipment. There was concern that
they may become liable for events that had not been
anticipated or planned for. That is, the contractor and
or crew doing things that had not been in the plan,
such as exiting the property via a different route,
encountering overhead lines because they were not
where they were meant to be.

How the worker experiences exposures is shaped by a
range of contextual factors, including external factors
such as market prices and legislation; employer specific
factors (eg the pace of work, provision of Personal
Protective Equipment); to task specific factors (eg
repetition, worker control). And finally, health outcomes
from these exposures can range from immediate to
delayed and in duration from acute to chronic.

Greater guidance was needed for farmers with forests
on their properties in terms of what they needed to
ensure was in place before contractors came onto
their property. All stressed that a template would
be very helpful. Some farmers with forests on their
farms will only harvest once, farmers who had
properties where there had been intergenerational
harvesting thought that the once only farmers were
more likely to employ an intermediary to engage the
contractor and crew for harvest. The role of these
intermediaries (such as a log buyer) was thought to
be potentially problematic and points where pressure
may be applied to the contractor to turn the harvest
around quickly and potentially therefore undermine
safe practices.

Mechanisation can assist with improved injury and
fatality outcomes. However, there are also a range
of occupational health issues associated with full
mechanisation. Internationally it has been documented
that increased mechanisation and the work activity
associated with it places different physical, mental
and psychosocial demands on the worker.

WORK-RELATED HEALTH
Health outcomes for workers are shaped by a complex
range of exposures including: exposures related to
the work environment generated by the industry
itself including the machinery, tools and chemicals;
the conditions that are produced by these exposures
(eg noise, airborne particulates and industry product
– timber). The exposures occur within a natural
environment which in itself contributes to exposures
relevant to health outcomes (eg weather, ultra violet
radiation, soil, plants, and insects). Workers spoke of
weather conditions impacting on their working day,
with poor weather (rain, snow) being impacting on the
pace of work and causing fatigue. Workers spoke of
long days, early starts and late finishes and the impact
this had on them and their families.
Forestry workers are exposed to a range of hazards,
including: chemical and dusts; physical hazards
(excessive noise, vibration, extremes of temperature
and pressure, falling objects); biomechanical
hazards (heavy lifting, repetitive awkward or forceful
movements that results in musculoskeletal disorders
eg carpal tunnel syndrome (CTS) and lower back
pain); biological hazards (zoonotic infections);
psychosocial stressors (high stress work environments
resulting from excessive work demands on workers,
long working hours, low control by workers as well as
stress related insecure employment; stress at home
and its impact on work).

Non-work factors can exacerbate and or ameliorate
work-related stress and affect health outcomes.
A range of lifestyle factors can also have the potential
to buffer health effects, for example: good nutrition,
physical fitness and exercise, smoking cessation and
stress management.
Many of the crew members had a range of comorbidities while also working in a high risk sector.
Occupational health must be understood in its societal
and historical context; occupational health disparities
mirror health disparities in New Zealand society.
For workers in forestry, they go to work with a
range of health conditions that are at least in part
determined by their place in New Zealand society
and they go home from work with conditions that
are directly related to their occupation.
Drugs and alcohol were addressed by both crew and
supervisors. All agreed that it was a significant health
and safety issue, but most focussed on the safety
aspects and did not note the health impacts of drug
and alcohol dependency. Monitoring for drug and
alcohol consumption was common place and most
believed that the culture of drugs in the industry and
while at work was changing because of monitoring
activity. A number of contractors observed that
monitoring for drug and alcohol was easier than
addressing other issues and that there was a range
of societal influences that impact on the health and
safety of workers.
Healthy on the outside and sick on the inside was
a dominant theme when the health of workers was
addressed. Some owner/contractors did health
monitoring and all noted that many of the men had a
range of health conditions (early onset diabetes, high
blood pressure, cardiovascular disease) and even young
men who looked fit on the outside had very poor lung
capacity (primarily an outcome of cigarette smoking).

Many crews reported musculoskeletal issues, most
with lower back complaints and some with bad
knees. There was an awareness of the importance of
hydration amongst workers, and owners, contractors
were more likely to address the importance of
nutrition and the need for adequate rest.

persisted. Owners, contractors and crews were clear
that they would like to see inspectors out on the skid
site more and less in the paperwork when visiting a
crew. In discussions with programme staff, this is not
what is expected of inspectors so this is an area that
would benefit from greater attention going forward.

SILVICULTURE CREWS

BETTER INFORMATION ON INCIDENTS

This research found a common belief that while
silviculture and harvesting are considered to be
the same industry under a forestry umbrella, and
silviculture was often a pathway to a harvesting
career – the two sub-industries viewed themselves
as distinct groups. It was also evident that they were
regarded differently by WorkSafe, with harvesting
crews receiving greater focus in terms of assessment
activity than silviculture. There are some differences
in the exposure to health risks between harvesting
and silviculture, with silviculture crews working with
herbicides and fungicides. The musculoskeletal issues
also differ from those in a harvesting operation.
However, silviculture crews are exposed to many
of the same risks that harvesting crews are exposed
to and face similar issues to harvesting in terms of
recruitment and retention of staff, training accessibility
and interpreting the new legislation. The two subindustries are more similar than they are dissimilar
and this research suggests that silviculture crews
should receive greater focus in assessment activity
going forward.

Crews, contractors and owners were interested in
getting better and more timely access to information
on injury and fatality incidents from WorkSafe to
inform their practice. They suggested that they would
like to see WorkSafe staff providing information on the
day of, or on the day following an incident. This was
viewed as a chance to get accurate information out.
Those who wanted this information were cognisant of
the reality that there are legal and temporal restriction
to what could be reported and when, but they felt that
any information would be better than the informal
information channels that currently exist, such as truck
drivers radio chatter and social discussions between
crew members.

WORKSAFE PRACTICE
There appears to be a practice amongst inspectors
undertaking assessments to view health and safety
documentation first and if they are happy, to
conclude their visit. There were a number of
inspectors that stated they would always try to
go onto the skid when visiting as, in their view,
documentation didn’t guarantee practice, but a
consistent theme of documentation checking still

EMBEDDING A CULTURE OF SAFETY
Finally, a theme of the research was that there was
a strong culture of compliance across forestry, but
not one of safety and even less so, health. As with
much of the other themes in this report, there were
some standout crews and owners where work on
embedding a culture of safety was being undertaken.
However, there were also a large number of crews and
contractors who saw the health and safety changes as
compliance activities that detracted from productivity.
More work is needed to illustrate how health and
safety benefits contractors, crews and productivity
and building a culture of safety within crews.

By Dr Rosalind Houghton and Dr Kirsten Lovelock,
WorkSafe New Zealand
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