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History

OHS research and education in Australia AHPI presentation  August 2006

The “bad” old days

• No national OHS body

• Prescriptive legislation

• Out-dated legislation

• Low profile for OHS
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1970’s: Robens and responsibility

1972: Robens report released

Onus on employer to provide a safe working environment

Self-regulation
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1980s: expansion and idealism
Introduction of Roben’s style legislation in Australia

Establishment of National Occupational Health and Safety Commission 
(NOHSC)

Establishment of National Institute of Occupational Health and Safety 
(NIOHS)

Establishment of Australian College of Occupational Medicine (ACOM)

Widespread use of corporate occupational physicians

Increased size of trained OHS workforce
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NOHSC

NOHSC CEO was an occupational physician

Director of NIOHS was an occupational
physician
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National Institute of Occupational Health 
and Safety

• Occupational medicine
• Epidemiology
• Occupational hygiene
• Occupational toxicology
• Ergonomics
• Human factors
• Statistics
• Education
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National Institute Research

• Fire fighters (hot work)
• Coal-workers’ pneumoconiosis
• Mesothelioma
• Work-related fatal injury
• Vibration
• Serum bile acids
• Human error
• Competency-based training and assessment
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1990s: ‘out-sourcing’ and core business

• Decreased inspection and enforcement

• Self-regulation

• Decreased support for “basic” OHS research

• Effective closure of NIOHS

• Loss of company occupational physicians

• Loss of support for direct government involvement in research and 
education

OHS research and education in Australia AHPI presentation  August 2006

2000 – 2006: transition

2000: NOHSC moved to Canberra

2005: ASCC established

Increasing self-employment

Increasing individual employment 
arrangements 

Decreasing union influence
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ASCC versus NOHSC
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ASCC vs NOHSC

ASCC
Within DEWR
Tripartite
Advisory
Perception of lack of independence
Limited in-house research

Perception of improved ability to 
influence decision-making

Improving in-house OHS capability

NOHSC
Separate authority
Tripartite
“Decision-making”
Perception of independence
National research institute
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ASCC key activities

• Lead and coordinate national efforts to prevent workplace 
death, injury and disease; and to improve workers’
compensation arrangements, and the rehabilitation and return 
to work of injured workers

• Provide a national forum by which representatives of State and 
Territory governments, employers and employees consult and 
participate in the development of policies relating to OHS and 
workers’ compensation matters

• To promote national consistency in the OHS and workers’
compensation regulatory framework
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Role of the ASCC

• Setting national standards and encouraging consistent 
application of these standards by all State and Territory 
Governments

• Improving awareness of OHS through a national communication 
strategy and specific projects 

• Improving understanding of OHS performance though detailed 
analysis of a wide range of data and research, from Australia 
and overseas

• Working with specific industry sectors, to identify strategies to 
improve OHS performance

OHS research and education in Australia AHPI presentation  August 2006

What has been lost?
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What has been lost?

• Loss of research expertise
• Loss of occupational medicine expertise
• Loss of OHS education expertise

• Loss of corporate knowledge
• Loss of OHS education opportunities
• Loss of research funding
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Public health:
injury

Clinical trials Immunisation

OHS Pharmaceuticals Pharmaceuticals
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Tony Findlay 
Gary Foster
Cheryl Murdoch
Alan Rogers

Retired
Consultant
Teacher
Consultant

Tim Driscoll
Sandra Healey
Leigh Hendrie
Brynley Hull
Jim Leigh
John Mandryk
Rebecca Mitchell

U. Syd / consultant
Clinical trials
Pharmaceuticals
Immunisation
Retired (U. Syd)
Pharmaceuticals
Public health (injury)

Grahaeme Budd 
John Brotherhood
Gary Baker

Retired
Retired (U. Syd)
General physician

Occupational hygiene

Epidemiology

Occupational medicine

Neill Stacey 
Tony Bonin
Chris Winder

Pharmaceuticals
University (chemistry)
UNSW

Occupational toxicology

Christine Aitken
Nick Coleman
Max Hely
Airdree Long
Marcia Lusted
Barbara McPhee
Pepe Marlow
Sharon Phillips

Consultant
Consultant
Consultant
Consultant
Consultant
Consultant
UTS / consultant
Consultant

Ergonomics

Anne-marie Feyer
Ann Williamson 

Consultant
UNSW (injury)

Human factors

Loss of expertise
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Loss of corporate knowledge

• When NOHSC moved from Sydney to Canberra, only nine 
(out of over 100 staff) moved - none of the members of the 
Epidemiology Unit moved.

• The last medical officer at WorkCover NSW left in 2005.

OHS research and education in Australia AHPI presentation  August 2006

Loss of occupational medicine expertise 
in decision-making bodies

• The last medical officer at Work-Cover NSW left in 2005

• There are no occupational physicians employed in the 
ASCC
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Loss of OHS education expertise

MOHS closed at the University of Sydney 
in 1996

Closure of University of Sydney 
Department of OHS

Loss of OHS teaching staff to other areas
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Reasons for optimism
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Reasons for optimism - research

Willingness of government to support research focussed
directly on policy development.

Improved recognition in NHMRC of importance of public health 
(?occupational health) research.

Improved recognition of government to base policy on 
evidence.

Better data sources
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ASCC-supported research

OHS Cochrane collaborations

Design issues in serious work-related 
injury

Nanotechnology and OHS

Fatigue and short haul trucking sector

Exposure surveillance

Funding support for Regnet

National OHS conference in 2007
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Reasons for optimism - education

OHS taught in many Universities at TAFE, under-graduate 
and post-graduate level

OHS being incorporated into other degrees (e.g. engineering)
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Reasons for pessimism
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Challenges
• Collaborative OHS network

• Translation of research into practice

• Evaluation of intervention initiatives

• Gaining funding from NHMRC, ARC, etc

• Critical mass of researchers and educators

• Self-employed and individual employment arrangements

• Lack of public profile of OHS?

• Supporting regional OHS
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Does it matter?
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Conclusions

• The approach to OHS in Australia has definitely improved 
over the last three decades.

• The ability to tackle OHS issues is probably worse now than 
15 years ago due to a number of factors related to funding, a 
suitably qualified workforce, institutional support and focus 
on individual.

• There are opportunities for improvement, which is 
particularly likely to come through collaboration between 
researchers, educators, government, workers and industry.


