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construction health and safety in nz – 
Background Paper
Leading the way to better health and safety

Construction remains stubbornly in the top 5 industries 
which contribute to death and serious harm in New Zealand. 
Despite considerable investment and a steady decline 
in injury and fatality rates, health and safety remains a 
significant challenge for this and future governments as it 
relates to procurement, productivity and health and 
safety maturity.

Approximately 85 per cent of the construction industry is 
made up of small to medium-sized businesses, with the rest 
being a few large employers (often with part or all overseas 
ownership). The workforce currently stands at approximately 
240,000 with an estimated shortage of some 56,000 
over the next three years. There is little or no emphasis 
on the need for skilled and experienced health and safety 
practitioners to support this workforce and its complexities. 

The introduction of a dedicated crown agency and the 
new legislation and supporting regulations has improved 
the focus on health and safety, however the complex 
and competitive nature of the industry requires further 
government intervention and leadership to ensure the 
industry moves towards better and more effective health 
and safety practice.

Construction is the fifth largest sector by employment and 
is a major generator of economic growth, contributing 6 
per cent to the GDP, however productivity in the sector 
is lagging - for every hour worked there is an average 
contribution to GDP of about $34, compared to the national 
average of $48. Research shows improved health and safety 
goes hand in hand with increased productivity and lifting 
health and safety practice throughout the industry can make 

significant economic gains for New Zealand – both in terms 
of productivity gains and in the economic and social cost of 
fewer deaths and injuries.

The boom-bust cycle of construction and the high level 
of paperwork required means that small companies will 
always struggle to invest in innovation. Support from 
government to encourage innovation is an important way 
to show leadership and to gain improvements in health and 
safety practice.

Strong leadership from both government and the 
construction industry is urgently required if New 
Zealand wants to become a country that is proud to 
be safe.

5th largest sector in NZ 

6 per cent contribution to GDP

46 per cent of construction employers use 

Site Safe for H&S advice

85 per cent SME

$34 average per hour contribution to GDP – 

the national average is $48

By working together to set clear, consistent policies, 
industry, government and clients can make this country 
one of the best, and safest, places in the world to work.
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Moving forward together

The New Zealand Government is a major procurer of 
construction and a sizeable client of the construction industry. 
As such we recommend that government moves proactively to 
influence construction industry trends and behaviour when it 
comes to excellent health and safety practice.

As a major client, the government can leverage better 
outcomes through its purchasing clout – both in its 
housing policy and in its own building and infrastructure 
projects. Government can drive high standards of health and 
safety practice through the supply chain by working alongside 
industry to set specific standards during the procurement 
process.

Procurement and tender documents with straightforward 
and consistent health and safety requirements will help to lift 
standards across the sector and create a clear benchmark for 
the industry.

Who we are

Site Safe is a nationwide, not-for-profit, 
membership organisation. 

Established in 1999 by industry, for 
industry, we:

Represent more than 5,700 
members across the country

Provide health and safety 
training to more than 80,000 
trainees each year

Connect with over 25,000 
companies to provide education, 
advice and resources

There are four key areas where we believe government and 
industry can work together to improve:

 › Standardising health and safety across the industry

 › Procurement 

 › Making safety a priority in the design phase

 › Data collection and reporting

Government can leverage better outcomes 
through its purchasing clout.“ ”
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Standardising health and safety across the industry
Small contractors currently have to meet multiple and 
different health and safety requirements, depending on the 
project and the policies of the main contractor and client they 
are working for at the time. This diminishes their willingness 
to engage in improving health and safety practice as well as 
limiting the number of hours available for work on the job. 
Site Safe is already working with key industry players in the 
commercial sector to develop a standardised approach to 
health and safety policy. This will help remove a major source 
of frustration for smaller companies, improve productivity and 
encourage greater engagement with health and safety as 
more than just a “box-ticking” exercise.

Recommendation
Government can support this work by assisting the industry’s 
efforts to develop a united approach to on-site health and 
safety policy through its own practices. Regulation on any 
agreed health and safety system would assist in ensuring 
its implementation.

Procurement
While more emphasis has been put on health and safety in 
tender documents since the introduction of the Health and 
Safety at Work Act, decision making still remains largely 
focused on price and timing. The impact of this is that the 
supply chain is forced to either reduce its margins or reduce 
costs which often results in less investment in health and 
safety during the job.

Recommendation
Government has a real opportunity to be a leader in this area 
by requiring all government construction contracts to have 
a consistent level of health and safety practice as well as a 
minimum reporting standard. If the larger constructors must 
meet the standards set by government, there will in turn be 
significant flow-on benefits across the wider sector. 

Making safety a priority in the design phase
Building designers must now consider health and safety 
during the design phase and for the whole lifecycle
of the building. Good, safe, design which considers all users 
from builders, occupiers, to those eventually demolishing 
the building, is one of the most effective ways of eliminating 
health and safety risks. This requires a major culture change 
which is slow to happen within the design industry.

Recommendation
As a major construction client, government should lead by 
example – both in its housing policy work and its building 
and infrastructure commitments. This could be achieved by 
ensuring all contracts clearly specify the need for whole-of-life 
health and safety requirements in design documents. 
In addition, the development of more specific guidelines 
which outline what constitutes best practice in incorporating 
health and safety in design would be beneficial and would 
further support the generally satisfactory legislation.

Data collection and reporting
A lack of good data and analytics compromises New 
Zealand’s ability to enhance our construction industry health 
and safety environment. Much time is spent on measuring 
“what went wrong” and more effort should be put into 
collecting useful lead indicators which are harder to establish. 
Industry and regulators both need to better understand what 
works well and what can be done to further improve health 
and safety practice.

Recommendation
Government could lead a process with industry to identify and 
agree a consistent, standardised and effective data reporting 
and measurement process. Further investment is required 
here and a co-funding model is considered best to support 
and facilitate the actual data collection process.

Working with you to improve health and safety in construction
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