
A probe into a record death toll in New Zealand’s forestry industry has 
uncovered scandalous working conditions, say unions.

Last year, ten workers were killed – exactly twice the annual average. 
The industry’s death rate is now twice that of Australia and six times that 
for the UK. Working hours are long, pay rates are abysmal and, in many 
cases, the pressure to produce wipes out any safety training. Since 2008, 
32 workers have been killed and over 900 seriously injured. 

As the death rate rose and unions protested, the government finally 
started investigating some of the country’s 330 forestry contracting firms. 
Within weeks, with only half of the firms visited, 14 were shut down 
because of an imminent danger of serious injury or death and inspectors 
issued 182 enforcement notices to others to do with safety shortcomings.

The country’s opposition Labour party wants fines of up to ten million 
dollars and jail terms of up to ten years for managers found guilty of seri-
ous safety breaches.

Helen Kelly, president of the Council of Trade Unions, says there has to be 
an increase in government regulation. She said, “There are nine big forest-
ry owners and over 300 smallish contractors employing 6,500 workers, all 
being squeezed down the supply chain. The workers are low paid and 
work very long hours to make ends meet. They’re not paid driving time or 
bad weather, so work for many hours unpaid. They don’t have proper 
training, equipment provision or shelter.

“We want standard terms and conditions set so the competition is not 
run on the basis of wages. We want union access and worker participation. 
Just how many more have to die before we get some action?”

Helen cites the remarks of one widow. Charles Finlay worked as a loader 
driver and was killed in July when he was struck on the head by a splint of 
wood.

Like his colleagues he was under pressure to meet targets. His widow 
Maryanne said, “If you don’t get your tonnage, the contractor doesn’t get 
paid.” 

The 45-year-old had worked in forestry for 25 years, but was still on 
only £8 an hour, leaving for work as early as 3.30am and sometimes not 
returning until 6pm. She said, “So, for us, home life was absolutely crap.”

One factor has repeatedly come up after deaths – the risks involved when 
working in steep-sided valleys. Writing for a national newspaper, Helen 
Kelly said the investigation of one death was typical. Sean Mortensen had 
started work at 6.30am, carrying out machine-assisted felling. At first the 
tree was connected to a cable to stop it sliding away downhill when felled. 
But the line got in Sean’s way, so he radioed for the machine driver to put 
some tension in the rope to lift it out of the way. But there was too much 
tension in the rope, and when the tree fell it was pushed backwards into 
Sean instead of falling forward onto the 
ground as intended. The coroner noted 
that the hill was so steep that Sean 
couldn’t see how much tension was in 
the line, nor could he see the hauler 
from where he was. The tree fell on 
him and he died from multiple internal 
injuries and asphyxiation.

The inquest heard that this method 
of felling was common in the area, but 
there had never been any hazard 
assessment by the employers. Sean was 
also not qualified in machine-assisted 
felling and his only experience was 
gained by watching others do it, but 
only from time to time. His workmate, 
aged 19, was also unqualified and only 
had two weeks’ experience of tree 

felling. 
Despite all 
this the 
Department 
of Labour 
investigation 
didn’t 
recommend 
any 
prosecution. 

A year later the 
department went 
back to find unwar-
ranted and unregis-
tered crew vehicles on 
the work site, uncertified 
protective structure on skidders, 
excavators and a bulldozer, inade-
quate operator protection on an excavator, a crucial pin held in place by 
wire, and a worker felling trees without adequate eye protection. The 
inspectors had prohibition notices available, but they weren’t used. 

On a further follow-up visit officials found two tree fallers too close to 
each other and not looking at each other, even though they were working 
within one tree length of each other. That incident produced a written 
warning, but since then there have been no more visits by officials. 

In the accident that killed 28-year-old Shane Frater, he too was working on 
a steep slope – of 33 degrees. The crew was once again using ropes and 
cables, aiming for a target of producing 260 tons of wood a day. When a 
large piece of wood got snagged in a rope he radioed for the operator to 
try to dislodge it by dropping the rope. But the wood skidded down the 
rope, gathering speed as it went, then hit Shane on the head, killing him. 
An official investigation concluded that both men were standing too near 
the rope, but later admitted that nothing had ever been laid down about 
what was the safe distance. Worryingly, there had been a similar incident a 
week before when a dislodged rock had bounced down the hill towards a 
crew. It was the seventh near miss in a matter of months.

Almost as shocking was the death of Michael Stevens. He’d started work 
seven months before the accident and had only been to college for train-
ing. He was basically a trainee still working towards his first tree felling cer-
tificate. His employers indicated they had, “Clear faith in his ability to work 
competently, safety and productively on his own with limited or no super-

vision.” A report said he was, “Cutting 
one tree which had another leaning on 
it, creating a large amount of pressure 
on the standing tree, causing it to fall 
quicker after the back-cut was complet-
ed and causing the windthrown tree to 
spring forward in the direction the fall-
ing tree would have taken.”

The report added, “Other 
windthrown trees nearby made it diffi-
cult to establish an uphill escape route. 
The falling tree hit other trees on the 
ground and slid sideways and back-
wards, striking him in the area of his 
predetermined escape route.”

The company said it had, “A com-
prehensive management system for his 
logging operation.” The coroner con-
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stalks the forests

NZ forestry deaths in 2013
•	 January	11	–	Eramiha	Pairama,	19.	Struck	by	a	tree.
•	 January	17	–	John	Sanderson,	40.	Died	after	a	branch	fell	on	

him,	severing	his	leg.
•	 February	18	–	Robert	Thompson,	43.	Hit	in	head	by	a	hook	

after	a	rope	snapped.	
•	 March	26	–	Robert	Epapara,	23.	Struck	by	a	tree	and	crushed.
•	 April	22	–	Adam	Olsson	(23).	Hit	on	the	head	by	a	falling	tree.
•	 May	6	–	Mark	Rogan,	45.	Died	of	an	infection	caused	by	a	

piece	of	wood	that	flew	into	his	throat.
•	 July	19	–	Charles	Finlay,	45.	Struck	on	head	by	a	log.
•	 November	26	–	David	Charles	Beamsley,	63.	Died	in	logging	

accident.
•	 November	29	–	Michael	Langford,	28.	Pinned	between	logs.
•	 December	19	–	Lincoln	Kidd,	20.	Killed	by	a	falling	tree.

Family 
tragedy: 
Charles

Finlay was 
killed last July.

New Zealand forestry is facing up 
to a health and safety crisis



Forestry Journal 2/14 13www.forestryjournal.co.uk

cluded it did not.
An expert witness said Michael was cutting a tree beyond 

his experience, and in fact lacked the training to even recog-
nise he was out of his depth. There was no specific health 
and safety plan for the site, and with only two months’ 
experience, he was tackling work usually only done by more 
experienced workers.

It’s in steep valleys using a system called breakout where 
most danger lurks. Operator Henry Perston told his local 
paper that it was exhausting hooking logs to a ‘reverse fly-
ing fox’ setup, which drags them out of the gully and up to 
his colleague on the hilltop. He had to move the anchor 
points of the heavy steel cables, which involves cutting 
notches into tree stumps and moving and hooking on 35kg 
blocks – an operation that killed one worker in 2010 when 
such an anchor point failed.

Other risks include trees suddenly swinging around as 
they are hauled out, debris flying or the stump ripping out 
and the block moving. Men who do breaking-out could eventually be 
replaced by a machine costing $1.2million, but such outlays are difficult for 
contractors in an uncertain industry with thin profit margins. 

Now the industry is bringing in North American help to improve the situa-
tion. This included Reynold Hert and Don Banasky from British Columbia, 
well know in Britain for their role in the FISA roadshow last year, who 
attended a safety summit heralded as the start of a review by contractors 
and forest owners. (http://foresttech2013.com) Organiser John Stulen of the 
contractors’ organisation said the industry had always been aware that a 
move to harvesting on steep slopes was imminent. He said, “Last year a lot 
of the growth in harvesting was with a buoyant Chinese market… Our har-
vesting rate shot up and, unfortunately, the accident and fatality rates shot 
up with it.”

Ironically, as the delegates pondered the problems, David Beamsley, 
aged 63, became 2013’s eighth victim. His death came just weeks after the 
Chief Coroner ordered a series of inquests to try to identify the issues lead-
ing to the industry’s appalling safety record. 

According to union leader Helen Kelly, a lot of the industry’s issues come 
back to the price owners are willing to pay per tonne, which could be as 
low as £7.50. 

Andrew Chalmers chairs one of the larger operators, Harvest Pro. He 
told local broadcasters, “It’s all based on which company is willing to sell at 
the lowest price. If one operator will do it for $20 [£10] a tonne, if you 
want the work, you have to do it for the same price, and health and safety 
is just assumed. The industry needs an extremely high level of regulation 
and continuous compliance… At the moment, anyone can become a for-
estry operator. The framework is lacking. You should have to go through a 
rigid process in order to be licensed.”

The company’s managing director Zane Cleaver says that low log price 
has several other effects: there’s a struggle to find skilled labour, because 
good workers are attracted by higher mining wages in Australia, and they 
cannot afford to compete. There’s also a lack of training, because where 
once major New Zealand-owned forestry companies would fund training 
programmes, companies owned by US pension funds don’t feel the same 
sense of corporate responsibility, and the logging contractors don’t have 
enough room in their margins to slow production and teach novices. And 
less money means working harder.

Cleaver added, “Rates have been squeezed and the contractor is having 

to work longer hours and more days in the week to try and make enough 
return to pay the bills. When guys are fatigued, they take short cuts or 
make wrong decisions and get hurt, irrespective of how robust your health 
and safety management system is.”

So far Forestry Minister Simon Bridges has resisted pressure for an enquiry, 
saying it was unnecessary because people already knew there was a prob-
lem. But, he said, he would support an independent review led by the 
industry and its unions. He added that the major forestry firms were ‘seri-
ously animated by this horrific issue’. He was hoping, he said, to cut work-
place injuries and deaths by 25% in the next seven years. Graham Mole

And it goes on… This report from 15 January 2014
A forestry worker was killed instantly after he was struck by a falling log 
in Marlborough’s Wairau Valley earlier this morning, police say. The 
53-year-old Marlborough man was leading a crew of four on a private 
forestry block when he was struck by a falling log at around 10am. 
Police say his workmates and the landowner offered immediate assis-
tance, using forestry machinery to remove the log, but the man had 
been killed instantly. Ambulance officers pronounced him dead at 
about 10.30am. A workplace accident investigation is underway.

Meanwhile, a second forestry worker has been taken to hospital after 
being seriously injured at Tawera in Whakatane this morning.

www.foresttech2013.com

Two Events
Two Days
One Venue

Because of the focus this year on forestry safety, a two-day Forest Industry Safety Summit 
will be run by the Forest Industry Engineering Association (FIEA) in conjunction with the 
Forest Industry Contractors Association (FICA) and NZ Forest Owners Association (NZFOA).  
It will address the very real Industry and Government concerns around forestry safety, and 
showcase new practices, systems and tools that can be used in the forest to improve safety – 
with a focus on local and practical outcomes.  

Keynote addresses from leading safety experts based in North America will be complemented 
by presentations from local health and safety managers. The key themes will focus on providing 
more effective and safer ways for contractors and principals to work together.
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Flyer for last November’s two-day Forest Industry Safety Summit, in which BC 
loggers Reynold Hert and Don Banasky participated. The latter’s keynote 
address on day two was followed by a talk entitled: ‘Understanding the Stoic 
Kiwi Male Psyche at Work’.

(Left) Robert Burnett died in 2007 when the 
brakes failed on a tractor and it took off down 
a hill.
(Above) Shane Frater, killed by a blow to the 
head.


