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[management ]

B Over 704700 Australian workers are
now working from home at least two days
cach week, with a growing number of
these employees working for government
departments.

The pursuir of a better litestyle balance
underpins the expanding home worker
worktoree.

There are a numbaer of questions
that cmployers are now starting ro ask
regarding their responsibilitics for home
workers.

This issue gained prontinence recently
when a high profile home worker
litigation case made headlines across
Australia.

ATelstra emplovee, while working trom
home, fell down a Right of stairs and
sustained significant injuries.

The emplovee successtully sued her
enmployer.

Given this context, the urgent issue
conlronting emplovers ts to identity whar
needs to be done o protect home workers
and themselves.

Currently this is a grey arca, however
ore certainty is that Occupational Health
and Satery {OH&S] policies will need
revision to protect ciplovers and home
working cmploveds.

At present under Secrion 8 (1) of the

Oceupational Health and Safety Act 2000),
organisations are required to provide sate
premises; safe machinery and subslances;
safe swstems of work, inforimation,
instruction, training and supervision, as
well as o suitable working environment
and facililics,

This policy is loose wnd unfortunately
{ails Lo specifically address the context of
home workers.

One question that must be addressed
is where the line is drawn regarding
workplace hours.

Is the policy only relevant between the
conventional nine to five oris it 24/77

Mowt hame workers do not work
within the conventional time lrame
and lend to adapt their working hours
Lo acconumodate thelr individual
circumstances,

Approximately 90 per cent of
mainstresm office workers also complete
somne of their work at home atter their
working day.

Is the emplover covered for litigation
issues it an emplovee chaoses to finish
work at home after howrs?

The issues surrounding home workers
and the associated OHES policy are
relativelv new and are now attracting te
attention ot Australian emplovers.
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In the Uk, eonplovers are well advanced
in this area as several high profile litigation
cases toreed the government to change
its laws to protect home workers and
enployers.

UK emplovers have hecome
considerably more ditigent tn this area
and Australian emplovers are expected to
tollow a siimilar path given the impetus
provided by the Telstra litigation outcome.

Governmientt emplovers, Hke their
mainstream colleagues, are generatly
ablivious to the working conditions that
empovees have established in their own
[rremmises.

It is et uncommon for home workers
to worl in unsafe environments including
working from the kitchen bench top,
hedside table or working with the laptop
on their lap.

As a direct resubt of such poor workplace
practices and unsale environments,
workers are increasinghy suffering neck
and back injurics.

These suhsequently impact on their
productivity and eventually Tead to an
unsatisfactorn end result for emplovers
with higher rates of absenteeism and
reduced work output.

The central issue ts that home workers
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are not setting up their work stations
safely. This deticiency is the responsibility
of emplovers 10 address,

Unfortunately most employets,
including government departinents,
have a limited knowledge base when
determining whoether a home worker's
gnvironment is safe. Therc are several
proactive measures to address this
situation.

These include ensuring a well-
documented home working policy, setting
up home offices with the saime working
requirements as an office ecovironment
and engaging cxternal OH&S consultants
to undertake risk assessimuents.

Risk assessments for home workstations
audit a number of kev elements.

These include all equipmenit used by tie
cmployee — chair, desk, keyhoard, maouse,
phone, eto; the contiguration of this
equipment inchuling its positioning: and
the adegquacy of lighting,

The location of smoke alarims, fire ¢xits
and lirst aid Kits are also senutinised in
addition to fire extinguisher access.

Trip hazards arc examined while exit
routes are also considered.

Advice is provided on posture alignment
as well as rest and stretch breaks,

Inevitably the nnmber of government
emplovees working from home will
contlinue toincrease, thereby aligning
with the current trend within the
mutinstream worklorce,

[t is imperalive that those responsible
for govermment departments implement
appropriate medsures to provide a sale
working environment for emplovees
working from home, thereby ensuring
such departiments do not become
litigation casualties. g
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