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Construction site safety 
WHO’S IN CHARGE?
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Lockdown may have slightly stymied progress towards changing the way 
construction safety is handled on-site but, we find, work is well underway to 
getting site leaders to swap hats. Steve Bohling reports.
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THE NEED FOR safe working practices took on a new angle with 
the imposition of extra measures designed to stem the spread 
of COVID-19. How has the building sector coped from a safety 
perspective – and what’s on the horizon?

Chris Alderson, CEO of CHASNZ (www.chasnz.org), 
reckons the Kiwi building industry had a head start on others 
when it came to the new regimes and additional working 
restrictions that came with 
COVID-19.

“Like everyone, we were 
sitting there watching things 
happen, levels of alarm raising 
all the time. 

“And then, of course, in 
mid- to late March we went 
to Alert Level 3 very quickly. 
And then things escalated, with 
Alert Level 4 coming two days later, which put the construction 
industry into furlough for five weeks.” 

Still, he says: “In some respects, I think we were lucky as an 
industry, because we already had a range of systems that put us 
in pretty good stead compared to other industries.”

The Site Access Requirements document for example. “We 

already sign into a lot of sites, particularly larger ones, so contact 
tracing was probably a whole lot easier [for building] than it was 
for a lot of other industries.”

Chris also cites the existence of CHASNZ as a central point of 
resource and reference, and the Construction Sector Accord as a 
direct line to Government, which was “very useful”. 

“And then the last thing is we had a whole lot of people from 

the construction industry on furlough that could be diverted 
into pretty quickly thinking about how would we like to see the 
construction industry working under a new alert level.

“So all those things worked in our favour, and compared to 
other industries like hospitality or retail or even education I 
think we were far better organised to be able to respond.”

Everyone, everywhere,  
needs Mates
The construction industry and indeed Kiwis’ mental wellbeing 

in general has long suffered from a general lack of resource and 

support. 

But now builders can turn to Mates – Mates in Construction that is. 

So I turn to Mates in Construction New Zealand CEO, Victoria 
McArthur, for an outline of what’s available. “What we do is actually 

build capacity on-site for guys and girls to look after each other,” she 

explains.

Mates’ team of Field Officers go on to building sites to give workers 

the tools to be able to assist one another, to “enable them to start to 

look out for one another and be able to spot the signs of somebody 

that’s not travelling very well.”

“It’s not it’s not like any of the training programs that are a part of 

the industry,” says Victoria. “We call it facilitation more than training 

because we like to think that we are out there facilitating something 

that is there, to actually bring it to the surface and make it happen.”

The Mates Field Officers being a presence on site is a big part of 

that: “So once that we set foot on-site, we become part of that fabric, 

if you like, part of the culture of the site.”

During lockdown, to help workers on furlough facing their own big 

adjustments, Mates in Construction set up an online chat room called 

The Lunch Room. 

“We created a virtual space where these guys that are used to 

being together could come together in a safe environment and talk 

about what was happening to them on the time of lockdown,” says 

Victoria McArthur.

An indication of its success (and of the need for it!) is that The 

Lunch Room is still operating and indeed, Victoria confirms that, as 

well as the stress of being back at work, “new stresses, around what’s 

going to happen next are impacting on individuals”.

So far, still less than a year old and even with its activities currently 

limited to Auckland, almost 2,600 workers have been inducted, 48 

sites have received the Mates programme, 417 call backs have been 

made and 66 companies have become investment partners.

Just Auckland? Victoria McArthur makes no bones that the 

organisation is going to be looking for more funding to expand 

its services not just geographically but also into the many smaller, 

residential building sites.

Currently funded currently predominantly by industry, Mates 

in Construction NZ will be looking to Government for “significant 

funding” – as much as $2 million – to extend its services and deliver 

the program throughout New Zealand. 

www.mates.net.nz

Chris Alderson (CHASNZ):  
“In some respects, I think we were lucky as 
an industry, because we already had a range 
of systems that put us in pretty good stead 
compared to other industries”
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www.aerofast.co.nz | tiedowns@aerofast.co.nz

The Aerofast Racking Safety Nets, have been 
specifically designed to improve workplace 
and store safety. 

The Racking Net uses an innovative slide 
system, which allows for quick access to stock. 
Each net can be individually tensioned to 
guarantee a neat and tidy appearance in store.

The nets are made in our Christchurch factory 
and can be fully customised to suit 
your racking dimensions. 

Unite for NZ MADE

RACKING SAFETY NET
for Warehouse and Store Safety

PRODUCT CODE: RACK-NET

Items stored above 1.2 metres high and 
weighing over 5kg must be restrained in order 
to prevent them from falling onto the ground 
or personnel  working beneath

As per Worksafe New Zealand guidelines

Anecdotally, apart from initial moans around reduced 
productivity thanks to physical distancing, the building industry 
appears to have appreciated and adapted to what was outlined 
for it as we descended through the Alert Levels, from 4 to 2. 

BLACK HATS TO LEAD ON-SITE SAFETY
Looking forward now, having just learned about some work 
around site safety that predates COVID-19, it looks like the 
colour of the hard hat you wear will soon become central to 
making building sites safer…

One of the lasting outcomes of the frantic construction 
programme preparing the UK to host the 2012 London 
Olympics was the adoption of “Black Hats” – literally safety 
leaders wearing black coloured hard hats – for all Olympic 
building sites.

As a result of introducing these safety leaders, London 2012 
was apparently the safest Olympic build ever, with a reported 
injury rate of 0.17 per 100,000 man-hours, way below the 0.55 
building industry average in the UK. 

Th e eff ort lasted four years and, reportedly, for the fi rst 
time in Olympic history, all projects were completed without 
a fatality.

Now, in New Zealand, our building industry is likely to 

Staff y sanitiser and masks 
As we move ever closer to our new normal and more frequent 

and closer personal contact, Staffy has managed to source this 

Anti-Bacterial Hand Gel in a decent sized 200ml tube which fi ts 

perfectly into a pocket and is very well priced. Gentle on sensitive 

skin and perfect for frequent use, it contains Aloe Vera and 

Vitamin E and a low Ethanol content of only 62.5%.

Staffy has also sourced Class 1 and KN95 masks. Class 1 

comes in boxes of 50 (minimum order 100) and KN95 (minimum 

order 50).

www.staffy.co.nz
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adopt a similar visual indicator and is pushing to adopt the 
black hat to indicate trained and accredited Site Supervisors – 
henceforth BlackHats – as designated on-site safety leaders.

Th e BlackHat program may be launched as soon as the last 
quarter of this year and a preliminary document released to me 
by CHASNZ describes “BlackHat” as follows:

“BlackHat will raise the profi le of what it means to be a front-
line leader who drives health and safety performance on their 
sites and projects.

“BlackHat is representative of those who in their front-line 
supervisor roles have achieved industry benchmarks in how they 
control their workplace activity in a healthy and safe way.

“Th is includes achievements in training and assessment.
“It will be pan industry and cover supervision of the entire 

construction sector including residential, commercial and civil 
construction.”

With SiteSafe one of the key organisations behind BlackHat, 
CEO, Brett Murray (www.sitesafe.org.nz), warns that 
although there is “still a lot of work to do before we get it out 
there”, confi rms that BlackHat is about “building supervisory 
competence”, creating “safety champions”.

Th ese “champions” will be Site Supervisors and they will need 
to have “a broader overview of what needs to be done rather 
than concentrating on specifi cs,” explains Brett.

“A lot of supervisors get promoted because they’re technically 
good at their job – but that doesn’t mean that they’re great at 
managing people or are people leaders.”

WHAT’S BEHIND THE BLACKHAT SCHEME?
Back to Chris Alderson at CHASNZ, who explains more about 
the background to the local BlackHat initiative: “Th e London 
Olympics was a great example of a project which statistically 
should have killed probably a dozen people, based on previous 
experience. 

“But it was probably the very fi rst project of its kind in the 
world to actually achieve stunning rates of low injuries and low 
accidents.”

It made sense therefore for those involved in construction 
safety here to seek the advice of Lawrence Waterman, who was 
the head of safety for the London Olympics building program 
(and subsequently became the Chair of the British Safety 
Council).

Lawrence Waterman understood that he had to get to the 
workers at the coalface to make a real diff erence to London’s 

Brett Murray (Site 
Safe): “BlackHat is about 
‘building supervisory 
competence’, creating 
‘safety champions’”

What’s it going to take to 
become a BlackHat?
According to documents we’ve seen, a BlackHat will be 

“representative of those who in their front-line supervisor 

roles have achieved industry benchmarks in how they control 

their workplace activity in a healthy and safe way. This 

includes achievements in training and assessment.”

Aiming to cover supervision of the entire construction 

sector – residential, commercial and civil construction – it’s 

estimated that there are 20,000-30,000 front-line supervisors 

in New Zealand who could and, hope the safety organisations, 

will become BlackHats.

To become a BlackHat, construction site supervisors will 

need to:

• Complete LeadSafe Supervisor or SiteSafe Supervisor “soft 

skills” training (two days, delivered by Impac, LeadSafe and 

SiteSafe).

• Successfully complete the ConstructSafe Supervisor health 

& safety knowledge assessment.

• Have regular on-site ConstructSafe assessments completed 

by their manager through the ConstructSafe app.

• Attend a half day BlackHat CPD event at least once every 

two years.

Other optional special events will be held throughout the 

year in order to provide BlackHats with the opportunity to 

gain specialist BlackHat credentials like a BlackHat Platinum 

credential for those who gain the New Zealand Certificate in 

Construction Related Trades (Supervisor Level 4).

All BlackHats will wear a black hard hat, clearly identifying 

them as the persons responsible for safety on-site.

One BlackHat would be responsible for 10 field operatives, 

or a five-person “fireteam” for activities classified as 

exceptionally high risk.

Contact CHASNZ or any of the providers mentioned above 

for further information.

www.chasnz.org

What’s it going to take to 
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STRONGER TOGETHER - SUICIDE PREVENTION 
0800 111 315 or free text 5353   /  www.mates.net.nz

MATES in Construction provides suicide prevention workplace training and 
wellbeing support for the NZ Construction worker.  We believe in encouraging  
strong communities and support by building capacity within the workplace.   
Our programme provides workers with skills to identify the signs someone is 
struggling and provides practical guidance as to how they can assist. 

Do you want the MATES programme on your site? For more information, email  
us at info@mates.net.nz

MATES HELPING MATES
SUICIDE PREVENTION IN THE  

CONSTRUCTION INDUSTRY
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those that are less so, “all align with the supervisor or the 
leading hand.”

WHAT MAKES A BLACKHAT?
See page 36 for details on the proposed BlackHat scheme for 
New Zealand but, in outline, becoming a certified BlackHat 
in New Zealand will mean attending an ACC-subsidised two-
day Leading Safety course, as well as following up with some 
bi-annual CPD.

By way of extra incentives to become a BlackHat, Chris 
Alderson says there will also be a range of partner organisations 
offering special Black-Hat-only discounted rates and special 
services.

It’s clear that BlackHat could and, in the view of the safety 
organisations, should become the key visual and organisational 
marker for safety on sites.

And Chris Alderson for one is hoping for broader recognition 
among developers private and public that safe sites and safe 
construction companies should always be the go-to operators.

“If you’re running procurement, you might ask how many 
black hats do you have on this project?” he says.

“In the future, it could even be a deciding factor in people 
getting jobs.” 

Hopes and goals for the BlackHat scheme are certainly up there. 
Indeed, according to the CHASNZ CEO: “If we can get 30,000 

BlackHats over the next couple of years, we will see a lot of our 
health and safety issues and mental health issues reduced across 
the board – like a broad spectrum antibiotic!”  

Olympic building program.
Chris Alderson explains: “I asked what ‘was your secret?’ 

He said: ‘Black Hat’. And then he said, ‘it’s pretty simple – we 
educated them, put them on a pedestal. In return we gave them 
simple things like a better breakfast. And then all of a sudden 
everyone wanted to be a Black Hat.”

The UK scheme seems a perfect foil for what CHASNZ 
and others believe is a key obstacle to further improving the 
New Zealand construction industry’s record of safety and 
wellbeing. 

“At the moment,” says Chris Alderson, “We still hurt two to 
three times more people than Australia per capita and about six 
times more people than the UK and Ireland. 

“One of the major differences is at the supervisor level – the 
person who’s running even a small building site is the one who 
needs an extra injection of skills and capability.

“What we found is basically there’s nothing out there to help 
these people learn some of the softer skills, like how to manage 
health & safety successfully in this environment.

“We believe in New Zealand that we haven’t been good 
enough getting Site Supervisors – the people who actually do 
the work – the right skills and capability to address health & 
safety, in the mental health side equally. 

“We think they’re the key to all this because, rather than 
running around after specific issues like being electrocuted or 
falling from height, we think the supervisors are the ones that 
make a real difference.”

After all, says Chris Alderson, both safe building sites and 

Staying safe in-store
With safety top of mind both on-site and in-

store, Aerofast Racking Safety Nets have been 

specifically designed to improve workplace and 

store safety. Designed to conform to Worksafe 

New Zealand guidelines, Racking Safety Nets 

use an innovative slide system, which allows for 

quick access to stock. Each net can be individually 

tensioned to guarantee a neat and tidy appearance 

in-store. The nets are made in Aerofast’s 

Christchurch factory and can be fully customised to 

suit specific racking dimensions and requirements.

www.aerofast.co.nz

38 NZHJ   |   MAY/JUNE 2020 MORE AT  www.hardwarejournal.co.nz



MPM 8984 0220

If your company or product 
range is not listed, you may be 

missing out on a great opportunity!

Looking for a range of hardware products?
Can’t remember who handles a particular brand?

Using our unique online Products & Services Directory you can search for 
hardware brands, products and suppliers, easily and quickly!

www.hardwarejournal.co.nz/product-services-directory/

JUST PHONE OR EMAIL: 
SUSAN: 09 304 2706 susank@mpm.nz   |   KAREN: 09 304 2707  karenc@mpm.nz

with your contact details to assist in getting your products in front of retail buyers.
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