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INTRODUCTION
1.

AMMA, the voice of Australia’s resource industry on employment, notes the release of
the Committee’s interim report Shining a Light on FIFO mental health on 27 November
2014. This supplementary submission seeks to assist the Committee by responding to
some of the matters raised in the interim report.

2.

Firstly and above all, the industry wishes to reiterate the commitment of employers to
the health and safety, including mental health and wellness, of all who work in the
resources sector. Throughout the industry, across FIFO (fly-in fly-out), DIDO (drive-in
drive-out), BIBO (bus-in bus-out) and the myriad of employment arrangements and
roster patterns, employers have for many years sought to provide assistance and
support to their employees.

3.

The laudable recent national leadership on mental health awareness through
organisations such as beyondblue, the Black Dog Institute and from prominent
individuals, and from governments (for example from the WA Mental Health
Commissioner) has prompted the industry (as it has the wider community), to renew its
efforts and to seek to be even more effective in promoting and supporting mental
health and wellness.

4.

Quite separate to this inquiry and the concerns which gave rise to it, AMMA is working
proactively with its members and organisations such as beyondblue, to become
better at recognising mental health concerns and risks, reducing stigma and providing
support.

5.

No efforts are ever complete or accomplished in this area, and that’s perhaps the
wrong way to ever conceptualise the management of mental health at a community
level, or for any subset of our lives such as the workplace. Promoting more positive
mental health, and reducing self-harm and suicide remains a significant national
concern across for all facets of Australian community life. It could be argued that
efforts in this area generally should never be viewed as complete or satisfactory, and
that across the community we must strive to do better on an ongoing basis.

6.

The significant development of recent years is the willingness of key community leaders
to drive open dialogue, de-stigmatisation and recognition of the pervasiveness of
mental health challenges for persons across our community. As we outline below,
completely distinct from any regulatory or compliance matters the industry is
proactively engaging with the leading national voices on mental health promotion to
make our efforts to support mentally healthy workplaces even more effective.

7.

Turning to the specifics of the inquiry, reviewing the inquiry to date, the evidence and
the interim report, AMMA urges the Committee to exercise significant and due
caution, and to recognise the limitations on what can validly be concluded based on
what has been brought before you.

8.

What stands out from submissions and feedback to the Committee, feedback
provided to the Committee and the “Shining a light on FIFO Mental Health” interim
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report is the distinct lack of robust, factual and reliable data on which any reliable
conclusions could be reached on the prevalence of mental illness for Western
Australian FIFO workers.
9.

For the Committee’s report to provide any reliable basis for the Western Australian
Parliament to consider the important concerns raised, any final findings and
recommendations must be based on reliable and factual data.

10.

In the absence of such a sound evidentiary foundation upon which reliable analysis
would be based, the Committee should avoid making premature or prejudicial
conclusions or policy recommendations, and should refrain from unfounded
generalisations on this complex and sensitive issue. This has the risk of fracturing what
is otherwise a singular concern by all stakeholders that this is a significant issue which
needs to be tackled.

11.

Caution needs to be exercised in relation to some of the anecdotal and so called
experiential contentions being advanced by stakeholders that may have alternative
industrial agendas.

12.

Particular care needs to be exercised in relation to:
a.

Attributing any causation to particular employment practices or roster
patterns. The Committee needs to be scrupulously cautious in concluding
that FIFO causes X, or a particular rosters cause Y – in the absence of a proper
evidentiary base.

b.

Any policy recommendations for any form of intervention or regulation. On
any realistic consideration of what has been put before the Committee, a
reliable evidence base for many draft recommendations does not exist.

13.

This is not to diminish the concerns giving rise to the inquiry, nor the usefulness of some
of the evidence received. There is a foundation for the Committee to engage with
positive recommendations to better understand complex issues relating to mental
health, mental health and work, and to urge government to better support efforts
throughout the community in this area.

14.

Above all, AMMA supports the Committee concluding that additional information is
required to properly consider the issues raised before this inquiry, and prior to making
any informed recommendations for future policy.

15.

AMMA additionally recommends the Committee visit FIFO operations (onshore and
offshore) to understand directly how FIFO activities operate, how FIFO employees live
and work.

16.

This inquiry pertaining to the mental health impacts of FIFO work arrangements is a
serious one; it personally affects a subset of our (the resource industry) workforce,
which includes our colleagues and friends and plays a major valuable role in
organisations and communities in which we work and live. With the right approach
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and conclusions there is much this inquiry could deliver that could equip the industry
to work even more effectively, and cooperatively, to deliver mentally healthy
workplaces and support the mental health of all industry participants.

UNION “RIGHT” OF ENTRY
17.

AMMA is disappointed to see that the Committee has been subject to misinformation
and unsubstantiated assertions by some union contributors seeking to pursue long
standing industrial relations agendas under the pretences and guise of a mental
health agenda / initiative.
a.

For
example,
multiple
submissions
recommended
that
camps/accommodation villages should be treated as a workplace for the
purposes of union “rights” of entry. The core outcome of such a
recommendation would be to promote other agendas rather than mental
health.

b.

There is no evidence that union entry into camps/accommodation villages
would assist or support mental health. There are very few - if any, union
officials who have appropriate qualifications or accreditation to provide
counselling on such sensitive issues.

c.

We also note the substantial professional registration obligations for
psychologists and counsellors. Unions should not be seen as a de facto for
professionally trained mental health specialists.

d.

This union driven agenda pays no regard to:
i.

The interests of non-members, who may object to having non-residents,
not subject to the controls of the workplace, traipsing through their
private living spaces. Few people want a sales pitch on the benefits of
joining the union when trying to wind down after a hard shift at work,
and even fewer would welcome being exposed to it in the non-working
space of their camps/accommodation villages.

ii.

Privacy concerns and unique concerns for employees if union officials
seek to enter their accommodation. An employee would be entitled
to take a very dim view of anyone they have not authorised purporting
to enter private quarters designated for their sole use, and it is
foreseeable that union officials could face some very robust opposition
in seeking to go anywhere near employee accommodation.

iii.

Under the Fair Work Act 2009 (the Act) there are longstanding and strict
conditions on union officials who seek to exercise right of entry into an
employer’s / occupier’s premises. For example, under s. 498 of the Act,
a permit holder may exercise a State or Territory OHS right only during
working hours. Under s.493, a permit holder must not enter any part of
the premises that is used mainly for residential purposes It is relevant to
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recall the former Labor Government’s independent Post
Implementation Review of the Act findings in relation to current
restrictions on entering residential premises (footnotes omitted):1
“Some unions submitted that restrictions on entry to residential premises
should be removed. Employer groups submitted that the present
provision should be retained or strengthened. The Panel notes that
restrictions on entry to residential premises have been a feature of the
right of entry provisions in previous legislation and considers the current
provisions are appropriate.”
e.

AMMA is disappointed that unions would trivialise mental health concerns by
seeking to expand their capacities to organise and recruit new members.
There are other ways unions can discuss workers mental health issues, and
work to support employer efforts in this area without gaining access to private
accommodation / camps using a statutory right to compel entry contrary to
employee and employer wishes.

18.

As noted in our previous submission, and again provided for context and importance,
a common theme of feedback from AMMA members is that the FIFO lifestyle and
working conditions do not suit everyone. It remains as a matter of choice for each
individual as to whether they are suited to pursue such a work / lifestyle commitment,
and many companies go to great lengths to ensure people are selected
appropriately at the recruitment stage.

19.

According to one AMMA member:
“The industry and all who work in it need to acknowledge that remote
conditions can be tough and it’s not going to be all beer and skittles.
Individuals need to be able to make informed decisions about the pros and
cons of working in a demanding environment”.

WHAT THE RESOURCE INDUSTRY IS DOING
20.

In December 2014, AMMA hosted a resource industry executive leadership round
table, led by The Hon Jeff Kennett AC, Chairman of beyondblue. The round table
focussed on mental health and wellness of resource industry employees and how
working with beyondblue might renew and make even more effective the
commitment of resource employers to the mental health and wellbeing of all industry
participants.

21.

Employers at the roundtable recognised mental health (for FIFO and non-FIFO workers)
as a significant risk/issue for their workforce. The roundtable also provided an
opportunity for executives to share mental health concerns, ideas and initiatives, as

Post Implementation Review of the Fair Work Act 2009, “Towards More Productive and Equitable
Workplaces: An evaluation of the Fair Work legislation” (June 2012), p.199
1
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well as opening up channels and external programs between company executives
and external mental health experts (e.g. beyondblue, FIFO families).
22.

It is very much an initial stage in renewed efforts from the industry to support mental
health of all industry participants, and harness the significant work being driven by
beyondblue and others and translate it into the industry. It is not early days in the
industry’s support for the mental health of its workforce, however we are at the start of
a process of renewed engagement and ensuring resource employers, through their
national organisation AMMA, are leading the business community in taking initiatives
on important issues such as overcoming stigma, creating a relevant / targeted culture
of openness and dialogue, providing supports and linking those in need with services.

23.

The industry, despite significant efforts towards greater gender diversity, is also acutely
aware of its opportunities to particularly engage with unique mental health
considerations for men, and in particular younger men who are disproportionately
represented amongst those who self-harm and take their lives. Frankly, resource
employers employ significant numbers of the cohort of our community (young to
middle aged men) most at risk of suicide and often least willing to seek help and
support. Employers are acutely aware of this and increasingly seeking to promote
awareness, encourage dialogue and either provide or provide links to support.

24.

Therefore, quite separate to this inquiry and indeed transcending the FIFO, DIDO and
BIBO subset of work in the sector the resource industry is constantly reviewing its safety
practices, and mental health is one key area of safety that is being assessed and
addressed in a renewed and reenergised manner.

25.

The industry is proactively driving consideration of the issues raised in the inquiry, and
this should be recognised and supported in any final recommendations.

26.

Industry driven efforts would be supported by recommendations emphasising the
creation of a useful and relevant statistical/evidence base to inform employers,
promotion of best practices and information sharing on what works, and ensuring
accessibility of government and community services to support mental health,
overcome crises etc.

ROSTERS
27.

There are a significant number of rosters in operation in the resources industry (over
30), and it is common that one operation operates numerous rosters simultaneously.

28.

AMMA members have implemented over a significant period of time a number of
proactive strategies to manage the challenges of FIFO work, with a focus on
supporting workers in managing lifestyle and living away from home challenges.

29.

Feedback received from AMMA members are that they are implementing mental
health strategies suitable and tailored to the length of a swing. For instance, mental
health schemes and support are tailored differently for an employee working 9 x 5
compared to 28 x 7. Of note, if a FIFO worker is vulnerable with a particular swing for
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instance, 8 x 6, there is a probability that they still may also be vulnerable to other
swings, for instance 7 x 7. Therefore regardless of the swing, mental health initiatives
and support is offered. Furthermore, and as mentioned above, FIFO is not for
everyone. Feedback information received from FIFO workers is that they prefer
different rosters; there is no preferred roster model. In addition, there is no mental
health one-size fits approach or leading practice solution or methodology that can
be consistently adopted throughout the industry.
30.

Employers are well aware of the personal challenges FIFO work brings for all
employees, as well as the particular challenges for some individuals and those in
particular circumstances or with particular risks.

31.

However, there are mental health challenges for those working the diversity of FIFO,
DIDO and BIBO rosters and indeed in resource employment where people commute
to and from home daily, and there is no reliable basis for the Committee to make
conclusions or recommendations on rostering from the material we understand to be
before the Committee.

OVERCOMING STIGMA
32.

Page 31 of “Shining a light on FIFO Mental Health” indicates:
“On the evidence made available to the Committee, a stigma associated
with mental health pervades the resources sector, particularly because of the
24x7 nature of FIFO. This stigma is a significant workplace cultural issue and is
a major barrier to encouraging help seeking behaviour amongst the FIFO
workforce”.

33.

Stigmatisation and barriers to discussion and acknowledgement of problems are a
major mental health challenge across the Australian community, particularly for men.
Overcoming stigma, encouraging dialogue, and accessing peer and expert support,
are community challenges not restricted to any particular industry.

34.

The resource industry is of course not immune from this challenge, and remains
dominated by males who have particular barriers and embarrassments to
acknowledging problems which are very harmful and can have serious
consequences.

35.

The industry recognises the damage of stigmatisation as a community and gender
issue, and this recognition will be promoted widely by AMMA, encouraging more
resource organisations to open dialogue and combat stigma and cultures of silence
and refusals to seek help from peers and experts. AMMA members report that they are
endeavouring to break down actual or perceived barriers and encouraging “help
seeking behaviour” from their workplace if/when required, and we can indicate that
recent industry dialogue has identified the need for further efforts in this area.

36.

Representatives at the recent industry roundtable agreed that one of the initial steps
to drive mentally healthy workforce cultures is to promote an awareness to their
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workforce that it is okay to speak-out and request mental health assistance, to equip
relevant staff to recognise signs of mental health illness/problems and to promote
awareness and provide an outlet (e.g. EAP program, designated person or program /
e.g. beyondblue) where an individual can confidentially seek assistance.
37.

For example at one large organisation, one executive wrote to every single employee
and their significant other (partner) to remind them of the company’s mental health
support programs. This correspondence was also sent to all of their consultants and
third parties working with the company. This example is not unique nor a one-off. It
demonstrates that organisations are addressing and influencing mental health
workplace cultures to seek to overcome stigma and to encourage help seeking and
dialogue.

38.

Changing workplace culture does not happen overnight, nor does changing the
societal ‘macho’ behaviour of males aged between 25 and 44, which is the primary
demographic of the resource industry workforce. However, steps are being taken and
will continue to be taken on this issue, and part of AMMA’s role is as a forum to promote
best practices and innovations across the industry.

39.

Promoting awareness that it is okay to speak-out/seek mental health assistance is not
only an issue for resource companies but also an issue for our wider society. To best
address ‘stigma’, a wider societal and cultural response is required, supplemented by
supporting organisational initiatives.

40.

No legislation can 'fix' stigma. If there were any simple fix or intervention - not only
would industry already be doing it, but the community leaders already undertaken
innovative work in this area would have ensured it was universally adopted.
Stigmatisation and male interaction in particular is complex and well considered
measures will need to be developed.

41.

We encourage the Committee to think carefully about measures to combat
stigmatisation and the reticence to acknowledge problems, particularly for males,
across the WA community and across the WA workforce.

42.

A useful final recommendation could be for government to additionally resource the
WA Mental Health Commissioner to identify best practices in this area, and make
recommendations roll out practical supports across the community.

43.

The resource industry would respond very positively to such a recommendation, would
seek to support and work with such efforts to overcome stigma, and could be a lead
industry for the wider promotion into other priority and male dominated areas
(including construction and agriculture).

BULLYING AND HARASSMENT
44.

AMMA concurs with the sentiment of the Committee and third parties that bullying
and harassment must not be tolerated in organisations, including in both workplaces
and supporting accommodation (FIFO camp/village arrangements).
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45.

All organisations that AMMA has consulted for this submission, do not tolerate such
behaviours and have internal mechanisms in place to combat them (such as codes
of conduct, policies and procedures, periodic compliance training, awareness
programs, and independent whistle-blower services and procedures). These provide
employees and third parties that could be bullied or harassed with options to
independently, anonymously and confidentially disclose their allegations for proper
investigation and where warranted action.

46.

Additionally, feedback from AMMA members is that they train management on how,
where and when they should direct bullying and harassment concerns (if they
become aware of them) and typically, organisations have an internal ‘HR
professional’ that is trained and resourced to investigate any perceived bullying or
harassment concerns.

47.

A number of particular points should be noted:
a.

AMMA has raised the effective avoidance and management of bullying and
harassment with its members as often, if not more often, than any other
workplace issues across the past two years, including information on the new
Fair Work Commission anti-bullying jurisdiction, and how to avoid ending up
before that jurisdiction. Resource employers are widely informed and closely
engaged with this issue as a matter of corporate values and culture, but also
as a matter of sound HR practiced and avoiding litigious risk.

b.

Resource employers go to significant and costly efforts to have human
resources expertise on site and accessible, and to ensure the highest quality of
both compliance and legal support is provided for remote work, including FIFO
work.

c.

All workplaces and industries carry the risk of bullying, and this is not unique to
the private sector but also occurs in well-funded and sophisticated state and
federal public sectors which seem to incur more than their fair share of bullying
claims and associated “stress leave”. The Committee needs to be very cautious
in attributing any particular or disproportionate risk or incidence of bullying to
the resource industry or to FIFO work.
i.

Such a conclusion could only be validly made with proper evidence,
and cannot be based on mere anecdote, supposition or
generalisation.

ii.

There is one inherent risk or possible intensifying factor for bullying which
is perhaps inherent in FIFO work, and that is that where interpersonal
concerns occur, people not only work together, but reside in close
proximity to each other – in short there is less scope to go home and
avoid someone you don’t like or whose actions you object to.
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1.

d.

Roster or work patterns have nothing to do with this. If someone
is bullying or bullied in a FIFO environment employers have a
management challenge, and one they seek to prevent, but
where it does emerge, they act on it quickly and appropriately
regardless of the employees’ roster pattern.

Genuine bullying inherently seeks to silence the victim, and to discourage
raising complaints and concerns. There is nothing unique to resource work or
FIFO work that makes it any different to any other industry in combatting this.
The challenge for all employers is to:
i.

Create resilient positive, healthy workplace cultures in which the values
of organisations are observed in day-to-day working and non-working
interactions, and in which people are not bullied due to ingrained
cultures of respect and positive interpersonal relations at work.

ii.

Create workplace cultures in which employees are personally resilient,
communicate, and work out small problems before they become big
ones where appropriate.

iii.

Have excellent procedures in place to investigate and respond to
claims, complaints etc., including support and fair treatment for all
involved in any matter.

48.

Finally, the Committee might want to turn its mind to the root causes of bullying across
our community, not solely in work, resource work, or FIFO work.

49.

Our schools have changed significantly in recent decades to encourage young
people to develop cultures of respect for difference, consideration of others, and
personal resilience as part of more rounded personal development.

50.

If we genuinely want to combat bullying behaviours these efforts should be
recognised, encouraged and supported, and education should play its role in
minimising bulling across our society.

MOTELLING
51.

At p.40 the Committee states:
“The practice of motelling reduces the sense of community in
accommodation facilities in the FIFO sector and this loss of community
potentially contributes to the feelings of isolation and loneliness experienced
by some FIFO workers. A sense of community helps to build resilience amongst
workers”.

52.

AMMA acknowledges the concerns of the Committee, and the importance of the
sense of community. Changes of FIFO facilities away from the traditional camp model
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and “wet mess” towards the accommodation village model, emphasising wellness,
nutrition and positive recreation options, reflect this.
53.

Again we encourage the Committee to observe these villages in action and the efforts
of employers to provide environments conducive to positive workplace cultures.

54.

However, given the nature of FIFO (e.g. one mine site may employ rosters with various
length swings, reasonably high turnover/rotation of FIFO workers, fluctuating demand
for those requiring FIFO accommodation (and that accommodation is typically run at
full occupancy), this makes workforce planning extremely difficult; negating motelling
(providing a FIFO worker with a dedicated donga or room) in many circumstances is
simply not possible.

55.

In some cases the regulation of the environmental footprint of a project, or limitations
on land use (either regulated or environment e.g. being on an island) limit the space
available for accommodation. In such cases motelling is not an option, but the only
possible operating model.

56.

It should be acknowledged that employers go to considerable efforts to engender a
sense of community in FIFO villages, and that on sites where motelling occurs there are
no lesser efforts in this regard, and indeed employers are particularly aware of the
need for a positive community and work life whilst on site.

57.

One positive measure in encouraging social inclusion, interaction and the sense of
community for FIFO workers on site. This could come through the encouragement
and use of amenities and mess facilities at each camp/site and diverse group
recreation, sporting activities and other community-building activities.

EMPLOYER CONTROL
58.

AMMA strenuously disagrees with, and objects to, the reasoning and tone behind the
Committee’s comment on page 44 that:
“The extreme level of control exercised over FIFO workers while they are on site may
heighten the risk of mental ill‐health amongst the workforce. This level of control varies
between camps but seems to have increased over time”.

59.

AMMA makes absolutely no apologies for our member companies, who each day live
their commitment to make the safety of their workforce their top priority. This is a matter
of delivering on corporate values, creating safe working cultures and practices and
complying with OHS obligations.

60.

The Committee would do well to recall the consequences for both employees and
employers where there are failures of control, or to follow directions for safe work.
Employers are rapidly held to account for failures of control, even where considerable
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efforts were extended to create a safe workplace, and will in no way countenance
any suggestions that measures necessary to ensure safe work should be relaxed.
61.

With respect, the Committee appears to display a lack of familiarity with resource work
and resource workplaces in making such an observation. AMMA encourages the
Committee to visit sites and speak directly with companies.

62.

Large workplaces and mega project sites often operate on a continuous shift basis,
with substantial changes or swings in personnel, demand stringent controls on how
work is performed and on, for example employee movement in working and nonworking time. Complex risks of injury and death must be managed in remote
workplaces. Employees are entitled to expect their employers to control and manage
such risks, and we will not take a backwards step in doing so.

63.

In response to quotes on page 43 of the discussion paper, the reason why policies and
procedures are in place (that may seem restrictive to members of the public) is to
protect the workforce and their safety. As noted in the Australasian mining journal in
2014, “the mining sector is often credited with having one of the most mature safety
cultures in Australia, due to performance in lag statistics (Lost Time Injury Frequency
Rates (LTIfr), Medically Treated Injury Frequency Rates, and Total Recorded Injury
Frequency Rates, with one of the lowest LTIfr Industry averages measuring 5.032”.

64.

Many foreign resource companies and resource export driven economies are envious
of Australia’s mining safety record and want to follow our lead as we are seen as
leading practice. Being safety conscious and also being a significant contributor to
the national economy should be promoted and welcomed.

65.

Regarding perceptions of increased employer control:
a.

The Committee needs to exercise considerable caution in relying on isolated
perceptions. Recommendations to the Parliament must be based on robust
evidence and not isolated perceptions from a single stakeholder group.

b.

Employers in all industries simultaneously exercise greater control over and
liability for employee conduct (e.g. use of social media) and devolve greater
trust to individuals compared to the past. Work and workplaces, including FIFO
arrangements, change and evolve and in this industry that change may well
be towards greater efforts to control risks and keep people safe and well.

c.

Employers are increasingly liable for conduct beyond rostered shifts of work,
including in accommodation villages. We make absolutely no apology for,
and will not take a backwards step from meeting our obligations to provide
workplaces and accommodation that are safe. Any perception that this is
unduly controlling are misguided and irresponsible.

http://www.globalsafetyindex.com/media/10546/australasian-mining-journal_global-safety-indexpg-98.pdf
2
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66.

To reiterate in relation to the Committee’s comment on the perceived level of
employer control:
a.

AMMA would strenuously urge that such an unfounded generalisation not
appear in the final conclusions of the Committee or inform any policy
recommendations. Were it to do so, the credibility of the potentially useful
work of the Committee and its relevance to the industry would be significantly
diminished.

b.

The above points underscore the industry’s recommendation that the
Committee experience and observe FIFO workplaces and living
arrangements directly. Only in this manner could the Committee members
begin to appreciate the scale and complexity of the operations, and the risks
being managed, that require substantial levels of control and direction.

WORKERS COMPENSATION AND MENTAL HEALTH DATA
67.

At p.50 of the discussion paper the Committee acknowledges that “it is not at present
in possession of data relating to claims for workers compensation for mental stress or
psychological injury in the workplace. The Committee would welcome further
submissions on this issue”.

68.

Please refer to the following Safe Work Australia report.
http://www.safeworkaustralia.gov.au/sites/SWA/about/Publications/Documents/769
/The-Incidence-Accepted-WC-Claims-Mental-Stress-Australia.pdf

69.

Key statistics/graphs from this Safe Work Australia report:
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