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Thank you for coming to the launch of this very important national health and safety campaign.

We are very deliberately using the term work strain because it can refer to both the physical and mental strains in the modern work place that are causing real pain to tens of thousands of Australian workers every day. 

We are saying that No body should put up with it, because unfortunately we know that too many people are putting up with work strain injuries and pain because of fear of reprisals at work or even loss of their jobs.

This is not acceptable.

Physical injuries caused by work strain have been around for a long time. They have long been and continue to be the most common traumatic and chronic injuries to workers. They happen in all jobs and to all types of workers - from nurses to construction workers, from truck drivers to call centre workers, from teachers to manufacturing workers, and to retail, warehouse and office workers. 

Musculoskeletal injuries can be caused by a single event, such as lifting a heavy object or person. However, more often work strain builds up over time, causing chronic injury and pain.

There are 23 unions and labour councils participating in this campaign, because their members are telling them that work strain is a serious problem for them at work. 

The incidence of compensated MSDs in Australia is not reducing – it has remained constant (at about half of all compensated injuries) over the last few years, despite a declining number of workers covered by workers’ compensation. 

This is in part because of rising pressures and stress at work.

Too many workers are facing increasing workloads, longer hours, job insecurity, understaffing, stress, bullying, violence, deficient management and poor work organisation.

People are feeling mental stress on top of physical work strain. Work stress can cause muscle tension, headaches and chronic pain in the neck, shoulders, arms and backs. Stress can also make existing injuries and pain worse.  

More people are likely to be suffering from work strain when workers have little or no say in how work is done. And, when people feel they have no choice but to keep on working, even when they are injured or in pain, the injuries persist and the pain just gets worse.

All the leading OHS agencies world wide agree that psychosocial factors and stress at work, can contribute to and worsen muskuloskeletal injuries and disorders.

In Australia, the National OHS Commission is undertaking a review of the national standard and code of practice for manual handling. We are encouraged that most of the states and territories support the inclusion of psychosocial hazards and risk factors in the new national standard – in line with leading overseas agencies. 

We are disappointed that employer groups are resisting this, when research shows that excessive workloads, long hours and little or no worker control over how work is done can lead to musculoskeletal injuries and make them worse.

The state and territories are coordinating a national manual handling compliance program, which is welcome. However, we urge them to look beyond the ‘traditional’, physical, manual handling risk factors and look for the poor work organisational factors that are contributing to the unacceptable level of work strain injuries in this country.

Recently, the treasurer announced that Australian workers need to work longer and harder. Has the treasurer thought about the OHS implications of this? Most Australians already work very hard and it is taking a toll on their physical and mental health and well being. Australian workers cannot be expected to work longer when Australian too many workplaces are characterised by work strain and poor OHS standards.

ABS figures tell us that over the last 20 years, increasing numbers of older men are retiring from full-time work early, half of them because of ill health. In both 1983 and 1992, almost half of retired men aged 45 years or over had retired for reasons of their own ill health. 

On the most commonly reported long term conditions in the National Health Survey (NHS) is and back and disc problems (21%). Information on work-relatedness is not included, but given the already mentioned high incidence of compensated injuries, it is likely that a great many of these back and disc problems are work related.

Almost a quarter (23%) of adults in the NHS were classified moderate levels of psychological distress, 9% to high levels and 3.6% to very high levels.  Compared to the 1997 Survey of Mental Health and Wellbeing, relatively more people experienced moderate or higher levels of psychological distress in 2001 (36%) than in 1997 (26%). In 1997, 18% adults were classified as experiencing moderate psychological distress with a further 6% experiencing a high level and 2.2% a very high level of psychological distress.


Proportionally fewer males than females, across most age groups, reported high to very high levels of distress; of those who had very high levels of distress, 63% were female.


People worn out by the stresses and strains of work cannot and will not want to continue working. We need to make workplaces much safer and healthier places – both physically and mentally, if we want people to enjoy working past the current retirement age. 

The Work Strain causes real pain campaign that I am launching today will continue throughout 2004. Unions and labour councils will be holding various events and will be targeting the priority work strain hazards in their industries and workplaces.
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