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Introduction’

In this paper I examine the ‘problem of subcontractors’ in house construction in Australia, using an approach inspired by root cause analysis techniques. I try to probe beyond the obvious by picking apart and identifying the factors that contribute to poor ohs practices of subcontractors identified in safety literature. Understanding the influences on subcontractors will help develop targeted intervention strategies to improve their ohs performance. Enforcement strategies that purely target behaviours will have limited long term effectiveness if they fail to address the reasons why those behaviours occur. I have used the following categories to help identify the contributing factors: The construction site, work methods, systems, people, training, equipment and materials, and ohs legislation.
Background

Subcontracting has become a major feature of the construction industry and subcontractors make up approximately 90 % of workers in the domestic housing segment of the industry in Australia. There is mounting evidence that this shift to subcontracting is having negative health and safety effects on these types of workers.  This shift to subcontracting in the construction industry has tended to encourage a culture where the objective is to get the job finished as quickly as possible with minimum attention to safety. Hence, management of subcontractors is a key feature in the success of any OHS management system in this industry, yet subcontractors have received little OHS research despite their importance to the construction industry and the Australian economy. There is a considerable lack of understanding of OHS legislation and processes among small businesses, and subcontractors often lack the resources, culture and skills to implement new reforms effectively. The technical approach taken by enforcement agencies alienates the majority of small enterprises and prevents them from understanding and participating in many OHS practices, and subcontractors who work in domestic housing have a poor understanding and awareness of OHS requirements. The National Occupational Health and Safety Commission (NOHSC) concluded that the domestic housing segment was not introducing OHS as effectively as other sectors of the industry. However, there is very limited research targeting OHS in the domestic housing industry, which can mean poor policy.
Method

All statements made in this paper are the result of systematic research conducted by the author. Ethnographic data was gathered primarily from a short survey of 150 subcontractors, in depth interviews with 11 subcontractors from 6 different trades, participant observation, document analysis, OHS course evaluations, informal conversations with many subcontractors over  5 years, and investigator diaries.

The construction site

Construction sites are the environment in which subcontractors work, they belong to this cultural space and place. They are dusty, noisy and messy; the ground is often uneven, with trenches, piles of dirt and material offcuts around the site; there is often poor access such as long muddy driveways on a hill; people frequently work outdoors in the elements; much work is performed on temporary surfaces and it is not always easy to distinguish between precarious and safe. Construction sites continuously change so it is difficult to predict what it will be like at any point in the future.
Work methods

Most subcontractors are specialist trades people who perform a limited range of activities. Construction work is usually heavy and repetitive; people use their body to use tools to dig, cut, grind, nail, screw, place, fix, apply, climb, and so on. They rarely use paper – most writing performed on construction sites is rough sketching and calculations done with a builder’s pencil on disposable surfaces such as a timber/plaster offcut or a scrap of cardboard torn from a packaging box. These are dispensed with after use. Written safe work method statements (swms) are regarded as an unhelpful burden on their limited resources, as they do not easily allow for the constant problem solving in unique situations. Safe working is further compromised because ohs is not always a high priority when planning a job, but is seen as an add-on cost.
The subcontracting system

Subcontracting is favoured in the house building industry because it offers builders flexibility and cost efficiencies. However, its very nature poses challenges for ohs management. At its core are the competitive tendering process and the piecework nature in which subcontractors get paid for how much they produce, which encourages them to take shortcuts. Compounding this is the fact that subcontractors receive no workers compensation coverage, no holiday or sick pay and no superannuation; they must pay for insurances such as accident, public and products liability, and workers compensation for their own employees. They also provide at least one vehicle and all the tools of their trade; very often they even supply the materials to be installed in the construction process; they must pay for all the training they and their employees undertake. No workers compensation, paid holidays or sick leave means that they take few breaks and often work with injuries that other employees would normally get paid recuperation time for, while there are very few ‘light duties’ for the injured building worker to perform under any rehabilitation programme. There is very little opportunity for career advancement, which means they labour for their whole working life; they often change careers by age 50 due to their body wearing out. With no other qualifications, they usually must accept a job with lower wages, although with better working conditions that may help their body recover. It is hard to find reliable data on the extent of injuries and diseases among subcontractors because there is no systematic method for collecting and/or collating such information: there are no official injury or incident reporting mechanisms. We simply don’t know the extent of the problem and its costs to them, their families and society.

Many different subcontractors are involved in the building of a house and research has identified at least three widespread implications for health and safety:

1. There is poor communication between the trades which means subcontractors often leave unsuspected hazards for the tradespeople following on from them.
2.  There are few structured systems for ohs consultation and people are often tarnished with the label ‘whinger’ if they speak up or make suggestions.

3. The builder has enormous power and influence over the construction process, and the leadership and people management skills of the builder can be the difference between a safe and unsafe workplace.
In fact, subcontractors are the last in a long chain of circumstances and events over which they have very little control. They do not feel cared for, so why should they care: just make as much money in as little time as possible and move to the next job. 
People/construction personnel

The builder is the glue that holds together this fragmented and sometimes chaotic process. However, the builder is not always present, and even when he is, may lack in the soft people skills to make it cohesive. Builders are specialists at process control, but not communication, consultation, conflict resolution, negotiation, and listening – they pay more attention to getting the job done rather than worker safety. The subcontractor is essentially a disposable item, and they will be dispensed with if they complain.

Time/cost pressures and discontinuous activities tend to make the needs of the tradespeople following each trade in the construction process invisible. Therefore many subcontractors take a self-preservation approach and do the minimum amount of work to satisfy the job requirements. This can mean that, for example, the plasterers don’t mark the plasterboard where the electrician has left a bracket for the power point or light switch so the electrician has difficulty locating these. This creates animosity and spirals into a situation where no one looks after anyone’s interests except their own. The builder has the power (but perhaps not the skills) to ameliorate this: if he cares for them, they are more likely to care for others; if he seems not to care for them by screwing their price down to a bare survival minimum, they don’t have time to care for anyone else, and it is very difficult to quantify ‘caring’ in financial terms.
Workplace culture and safety culture

It is difficult to separate out the safety culture from the workplace culture as they are historically integrated. It has always been a male dominated masculine culture of toughness, risk taking and ‘can do’ attitude. Being a good tradesperson is synonymous with knowing how to use your tools properly and safely, and how to be careful in such a dangerous industry. If you get hurt, it is your own fault, and everyone knows their body is detiorating because of their job. It is a practical industry with relatively no history of the written word: it is based on doing and not writing about doing. The construction industry has a high percentage of people with poor literacy skills, who are successful if they possess good trade skills. Even though much of the work is repetitive, most subcontractors are fiercely independent business managers who constantly make decisions that affect the success of their business. They carefully balance the tension between costs, production and their safety – they see safety as largely common sense and rely on not being hurt, because an injured worker cannot earn money. Many resist modern safety rules because they do not perceive them to be making their life better, just more complex. Safety has been given a bad name by all the negative rumours that are now restorying ohs. Safety is now the demon that will punish you if you are caught, and the worst thing is that the rules of engagement are not always clearly understood.
Equipment and Materials

Subcontractors use tools, equipment and materials with their bodies all of the time they are at work. Many of these things are heavy, awkward, toxic or with poor ergonomic design. They are put in and taken out of vehicles, moved and carried around the site, up/down ladders or scaffold, and gradually wear the body out. Many subcontractors do not even know what poisons they are exposed to in the materials they or other workers on site use: they will often prejudice perceived quality of the product over their own health and safety as they will pay a bit extra for quality, but not for safety.

Training
Subcontractors place an extremely low priority on off-the-job training, as it is perceived to be a cost rather than investment. Anything they need to learn they’d rather learn on the job from other trusted workers. Builders and supervisors have very little training in people skills, which is not really considered as one of their core competencies. Ohs training is generally perceived as a waste of time and money as it doesn’t address their real concerns.

Ohs legislation

Subcontractors are happy to have safer workplaces. However, they are unhappy if they have to pay for safety from their slim profit margins. They complain that ohs compliance costs them more but they can’t charge more (e.g. compulsory training, PPE, harnesses, scaffolding, tagging electrical equipment, & paperwork), and it often makes the job slower. They believe that ohs legislation does not address their main concerns of the interrelationships between the trades, the poor organisational skills of the builder, and the constant and repetitive manual handling. There is also confusion over what is actually required by ohs legislation. They are confused because legislation espouses a performance approach based on risk management, but WorkCover inspectors often take a prescriptive and random/inconsistent approach that depends on the mood of the inspector. Not knowing what the rules are creates a deep sense of insecurity and dissatisfaction, and feeds into the negative storying of ohs. There is also a lack of trust in the voluminous Codes of Practice that do not clarify how to behave safely in each circumstance, and are perceived to deny the realities of construction work.
Recommendations

I believe that the following recommendations are possible to implement in the current state of subcontracting in the domestic house building industry. I could go further to recommend whole scale social and economic change, but that will not be realistic. Suffice it to say that it will not be easy to change things while the entire system is driven by the need to increase profits, rather than a system driven by the need for social equity and inclusion. Insatiable need for short term money gain is at the heart of the problem.
My recommendations are:
1. Provide free training for subcontractors in the skills of filling out paperwork such as safe work method statements, and allow this to attract professional development points.
2. Provide free training for builders in people skills such as communication/consultation, conflict resolution, negotiation and leadership. Ensure this is a key component of all building courses
3. Facilitate inter-trade site meetings with action plans and follow up to clarify what they need to work safely.
4. Integrate OHS at the design stage of every building and at every step along the way; this will help with many things, including manual handling because materials will be delivered where and when they are needed to prevent double or even triple handling.
5. Ensure that all quotations for work include how the people are going to work safely. This will include how they perceive that they will be effected by other trades.
6. Pressure toolmakers to design safer tools that are more ergonomic, less noisy and light weight.
7. Substitute the number of toxic chemicals in construction products with harmless ones. Educate people who use toxic products of their dangers and methods of safe use.
8. Assess how ohs is included in all trade and building courses to ensure it is core, not just add on.
9. Train WorkCover inspectors in people and education skills so that they can visit sites as educators more than enforcers.
10. Create a broader workers compensation system that includes subcontractors. This will have the dual advantage of giving subcontractors paid and managed recuperation time for injuries and allow for the collection of meaningful injury statistics that can inform planning. It will also allow for a system to be developed that will help retrain workers whose body won’t permit them to stay in the industry.
11. Reinvigorate the apprenticeship system to increase funding to help small businesses train apprentices. This will have the dual advantages of securing the future skill needs of the country and providing help for the overstretched workers
12. Create and circulate a detailed list of the prescriptive aspects of ohs legislation as applied by inspectors. This will help the subcontractors at least define the goals and will squash the negative ohs rumours.
