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1. Introduction ........ccooveveeieiiieeennnnn.

2. NSW silicosis data .....................

3. National silicosis data................. Silicosis is a progressive lung disease caused by the inhalation of
crystalline silica dust. The silica dust causes lung scarring
(pulmonary fibrosis), which impairs breathing and can be fatal.
5. CoNnclUSION ....c.veeveveeceeeeieeinene Silicosis is categorised as either “simple” or “complicated”,
depending on the pattern and extent of the scarring. Silicosis is
also categorised on the basis of the duration between exposure
and disease onset. Acute silicosis occurs relatively shortly after
exposure to silica dust. Accelerated silicosis occurs from three to
ten years after exposure. Chronic silicosis, the most common form
of the disease, occurs from ten to thirty years after exposure.’

1. Introduction

4. Recent developments ................

Sources of crystalline silica dust include natural stone, such as
marble and granite, and the manufactured or engineered stone
used to produce kitchen and bathroom countertops. Natural stone
contains up to 40% crystalline silica; whereas manufactured stone
contains up to 95% crystalline silica.? The widespread use of
manufactured stone has been associated with the re-emergence
of silicosis as an occupational lung disease.

The NSW Legislative Council’'s Standing Committee on Law and
Justice is currently examining the management of silicosis in the
manufactured stone industry as part of its annual review of the
NSW Dust Diseases Scheme. This e-brief is a modified version of
a paper that the Research Service produced for the Committee in
October 2021. It provides an overview of developments at the
State and Commonwealth level since the Committee’s 2019
report on this issue. Those developments include:

¢ the latest silicosis data in NSW and other States;

e government actions to prevent, monitor and manage silicosis;
e improvements in silicosis health screening;

o research into new diagnostic techniques and treatments; and

¢ the National Dust Disease Taskforce’s Final Report.


https://www.parliament.nsw.gov.au/committees/inquiries/Pages/inquiry-details.aspx?pk=2833#tab-otherdocuments
https://www.parliament.nsw.gov.au/lcdocs/inquiries/2538/Report%2073%20%E2%80%93%20%202019%20Review%20of%20the%20Dust%20Diseases%20Scheme%20%E2%80%93%2024%20March%202020.pdf

NSW Parliamentary Research Service

Page 2 of 13

2. NSW silicosis data
2.1 Silicosis cases and silicosis-related deaths
2.1.1 Prior to July 2020

A case finding study, Respirable crystalline silica exposure in the NSW
manufactured stone industry (the study), was commissioned by SafeWork
NSW and published alongside the NSW Dust Disease Regqister Annual
Report 2020-21. The aim of the study was to provide “insight into the burden
of silica-related disease in the manufactured stone industry from 2017-
2020”3

The study was conducted using information provided by SafeWork NSW,
icare NSW and NSW Health.* The financial years 2017-18, 2018-19 and
2019-20 constitute the study’s reporting period. Earlier data was presented
where it provided context for the reporting period data.

Key findings from the case finding study included:

¢ In the five years before the reporting period, there was an average of
8.7 silicosis cases each year in NSW across all occupations and
industries.®

e During the three-year reporting period, icare NSW screened 3,030
workers for silica exposure, including 696 workers from the
manufactured stone industry. Among the 696 manufactured stone
industry workers, 88 were diagnosed with silicosis (an average of 29
cases each year from the manufactured stone industry).

e Of the 88 manufactured stone workers diagnosed with silicosis, 63
(72%) had chronic simple silicosis and 25 (28%) had chronic
complicated, acute or accelerated silicosis.

o Seventy-seven percent of manufactured stone workers with silicosis
had a disability level (lung function loss) of 1%; which suggests that
they had no or minimal silicosis symptoms at the time of diagnosis. In
the remaining 23% of cases, the disability level was between 5% and
40%.

e The majority of manufactured stone industry workers with silicosis
were stonemasons (70%), followed by installers (15%). Machine
operators (7%) and workplace managers (7%) were also among the
manufactured stone workers diagnosed with silicosis.®

The study noted that annual case numbers were relatively stable from 2012-
13 to 2017-18 (Figure 1).” The subsequent increase in silicosis cases during
2018-19 and 2019-20 was attributed to:

e The commencement of targeted workplace inspections by SafeWork
NSW in March 2018, as part of a five-year strategy aimed at the
manufactured stone industry

e The increased use of medical screening services and routine CT
scans in 2018 to improve the detection of silicosis in workers exposed
to high levels of respirable crystalline silica.®


https://www.nsw.gov.au/sites/default/files/2021-08/case-finding-study-respirable-crystalline-silica-exposure-nsw-manufactured-stone-industry.pdf
https://www.nsw.gov.au/sites/default/files/2021-08/case-finding-study-respirable-crystalline-silica-exposure-nsw-manufactured-stone-industry.pdf
https://www.nsw.gov.au/sites/default/files/2021-08/nsw-dust-disease-register-annual-report-2020-21.pdf
https://www.nsw.gov.au/sites/default/files/2021-08/nsw-dust-disease-register-annual-report-2020-21.pdf
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MNumber of silicosis cases

The study also noted that silicosis is a latent disease; as symptoms often
appear years after disease onset. Consequently, in the absence of
heightened awareness and increased screening initiatives, the prevalence of
silicosis in NSW manufactured stone industry workers may not have become
apparent for many years.®

Figure 1: Silicosis cases for all industries and occupations reported by
icare NSW, 2012-13 to 2019-20"°
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2.1.2 July 2020 onwards

From 1 July 2020, all NSW medical practitioners must notify NSW Health
when a case of silicosis is diagnosed." The NSW Dust Disease Register also
commenced on 1 July 2020."> Data on notified silicosis cases has been
published in the NSW Dust Disease Register Annual Report 2020-21 and the
NSW Government’s Silica Dashboard.

From 1 July 2020 to 30 June 2021, NSW Health was notified of 57 silicosis
cases and there were seven silicosis-related deaths in NSW.13

From 1 July 2021 to 30 September 2021, NSW Health was notified of eight
silicosis cases and there were two silicosis-related deaths.™

2.2 Disease characteristics and demographic features

Of the 57 silicosis case notifications made to NSW Health from 1 July 2020
to 30 June 2021:

e The silicosis was chronic in 77% of cases.

e Lung function impairment was between 0 and 5% in 40% of cases;
which reflects the fact that “in the early stages of silicosis, symptoms
are usually not present”.

¢ All cases involved men (100%).

e The most common region of birth was “Australia/New Zealand”
(35%).

e The most common age group was 41 to 50 years (32%).


https://www.nsw.gov.au/sites/default/files/2021-08/nsw-dust-disease-register-annual-report-2020-21.pdf
https://www.nsw.gov.au/customer-service/publications-and-reports/silica-dashboard
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e The most common industry category was “other non-metallic mineral
product manufacturing (including manufactured stone)” (58%).

¢ The most common occupational category was “clay, concrete, glass
and stone processing machine operators” (53%).'°

3. National silicosis data

At present, there is no national data relating to the incidence and outcomes
of silicosis. Nor do all States and Territories publish silicosis data. The
National Dust Disease Taskforce has responded to this data gap by
recommending that a National Occupational Respiratory Disease Registry
be operationalised “as soon as possible, with an initial focus on mandatory
reporting of silicosis, and voluntary reporting of other occupational respiratory
diseases.”®

In the absence of a National Occupational Respiratory Disease Registry, the
National Dust Disease Taskforce noted that “best estimates” of silicosis
prevalence have to be drawn from data collected and reported by “some
jurisdictions.”"” The available data shows:

e Queensland has screened 1,053 workers and identified 202 silicosis
cases.’®

e Victoria has screened 456 workers and identified 133 silicosis
cases.’

e South Australia has screened 295 workers and identified 18 cases of
probable, possible or confirmed simple silicosis.?®

o Western Australia has screened 90 workers and identified eight
silicosis cases.?!

In its Final Report, the National Dust Disease Taskforce provided data on
accepted silicosis workers’ compensation claims by jurisdiction and industry.
However, it that cautioned that workers’ compensation claims data “are not
a true indication of the incidence of silicosis in Australia, as only accepted
workers’ compensation claims are included.”?? Further, the established
compensation schemes for workers affected by dust diseases are not
uniform across all jurisdictions and “there are many reasons why a worker
with silicosis may not make a compensation claim, including fear of loss of
employment ...”.?3

4. Recent developments in Australia
4.1 NSW

In 2019, Work Health and Safety Ministers across Australia agreed to reduce
the workplace exposure limit for respirable crystalline silica, from 0.1 mg/m?3
to 0.05 mg/m?3.2* The exposure limit operates as an eight-hour time-weighted
average.

On 21 February 2020, the NSW Government announced its plan to transition
the manufactured stone industry away from uncontrolled dry cutting
practices.? A rebate of up to $1,000 was introduced to assist businesses
purchase necessary equipment.
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On 1 July 2020, the NSW Government:

e halved the silica exposure limit, from 0.1 mg/m?® to 0.05 mg/m?3;#’
e banned the uncontrolled dry cutting of manufactured stone;?

e required manufactured stone to be cut using personal protective
equipment and a water delivery system, prescribed extraction system
or local exhaust ventilation system;?®

e introduced a $30,000 maximum penalty for businesses using
uncontrolled dry cutting and a $6,000 maximum penalty for
individuals directing or allowing a worker to engage in uncontrolled
dry cutting;*

e commenced the NSW Dust Disease Register; 3! and

e required all NSW medical practitioners to notify NSW Health upon
diagnosing a silicosis case.®

In late 2020, the NSW Government published the NSW Dust Strateqy 2020-
2022, which has three focus areas: asbestos, silica and wood, and other
dusts. The strategy aims to “prevent dust exposure through compliance,
regulation, awareness and education”.®® Air monitoring and health screening
are key features of the NSW Dust Strategy.3* The health monitoring must
include a “chest x-ray”, but not necessarily other types of imaging
technology.® As noted above (at 2.1.1), from 30 June 2017 to 1 July 2020,
3,030 workers were screened for silica exposure by icare NSW .36

Health screening in NSW is free in some instances. Icare NSW provides free
lung screening when a business has received a SafeWork NSW
improvement notice.®” The first round of screening is also free for businesses
with less than 30 employees.* For businesses with more than 30 employees,
a 50% subsidy is available for the first round of screening; which reduces the
cost of screening from $100 to $50 per employee.*

Silica dust control measures are another key feature of the NSW Dust
Strategy 2020-2022. The silica dust control measures identified by the
strategy are: substitution of materials; training of workers; ventilation of work
areas; wet cutting; dust capture; the use of personal protection equipment;
wet clean-up; and the use of Class M or Class H vacuums. The strategy does
not require the use of negative air pressure or licenced contractors for silica
dust control.

4.2 Victoria

On 21 August 2019, a ban on the uncontrolled dry cutting of engineered
stone came into effect across Victoria.*° The reduced exposure standard of
0.05 mg/m3came into effect on 17 December 2019.4' A Compliance Code on
Managing exposure to crystalline silica: Engineered stone was published in
February 2020.42 These measures were accompanied by an enforcement
campaign, an education campaign, and free health screening for Victoria’'s
1,400 stonemasons.*

On 28 February 2021, Premier Daniel Andrews announced:

e More than 1,000 workers have registered for free health screening.
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https://www.safework.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0004/923431/NSW-Dust-Strategy-2020-2022.pdf
https://www.safework.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0004/923431/NSW-Dust-Strategy-2020-2022.pdf
https://content.api.worksafe.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/2020-02/ISBN-Compliance-code-managing-exposure-crystalline-silica-engineered-stone-2020-02.pdf
https://content.api.worksafe.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/2020-02/ISBN-Compliance-code-managing-exposure-crystalline-silica-engineered-stone-2020-02.pdf
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e A fast-tracked compensation process was established for affected
workers and their families.

e The development of Australia’s first licensing scheme for engineered
stone workers.

e Since 1 July 2019, more than 1,000 silica-related workplace
inspections had been conducted and more than 450 compliance
notices had been issued.*

On 16 September 2021, the Victorian Minister for Workplace Safety
announced “Australia’s first dedicated public occupational respiratory clinic”:

Stonemasons at risk of silicosis will be able to access free world-class health
screenings and treatments thanks to this landmark partnership between
WorkSafe and The Alfred. For the first time, eligible workers in the
stonemason industry can now undergo a full health assessment for silicosis
and receive both their health outcome and a treatment plan during a one-day
clinic visit. The clinic will also provide an ongoing centre for those with a
positive diagnosis to manage their iliness.*

During the announcement, the Minister noted that more than 90 per cent of
Victoria’s estimated 1,400 past and present stonemasons had registered for
screening.*®

The Occupational Health and Safety Amendment (Crystalline Silica)
Regulations 2021 is expected to commence in November 2021.4” The
Regulation will improve risk assessment and control measures, and
introduce Victoria’s licencing system for manufactured stone workers.*

Results from Victoria’s health screening program indicate that Lung Function
Tests (LFT) and x-rays may be insufficiently sensitive to detect the early
stages of silicosis:

Analysis of screening investigations for silicosis have demonstrated concern
about whether the LFT and chest x-ray have sufficient sensitivity to detect
early disease. The implementation of [High Resolution Computed
Tomography (HRCT)] screening for silicosis does however carry additional
costs and increased radiation exposure in comparison to chest x-ray.
Evidence to support a recommended change in policy would be strengthened
by undertaking a formal study with independent classification of chestimaging
by a group of expert radiologists.*°

This WorkSafe Victoria finding is consistent with an August 2021 literature
review published in the International Journal of Environmental Health.%°® The
literature review found that there is a need to “standardise the process of
respiratory surveillance”.5! It further found that “X-ray was determined as not
sufficient in detecting silicosis” and “HRCT is recognised as the optimal
method, however it is not always available”.®? Other techniques currently
under investigation, such as biomarkers and Exhaled Breath Condensate,
could potentially become useful in the future; although, at present, they have
not been validated.>® The WorkSafe Victoria findings are also consistent with
the Royal Australian and New Zealand College of Radiologists’ Imaging of
Occupational Lung Disease Position Statement.>


https://s3.ap-southeast-2.amazonaws.com/hdp.au.prod.app.vic-engage.files/2016/1171/4499/Proposed_OHS_Amendment_Crystalline_Silica_Regulations_2021.pdf
https://s3.ap-southeast-2.amazonaws.com/hdp.au.prod.app.vic-engage.files/2016/1171/4499/Proposed_OHS_Amendment_Crystalline_Silica_Regulations_2021.pdf
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4.3 Queensland, South Australia and Western Australia

The Queensland Government had issued a safety alert for the uncontrolled
dry cutting of engineered stone in 2018.%° Queensland’s Managing respirable
crystalline_silica dust exposure in the stone benchtop industry Code of
Practice commenced on 31 October 2019.% The Code of Practice requires
health monitoring of workers in the stone benchtop industry.®” The
occupational respirable crystalline silica exposure limit was reduced to
0.05mg/m?® on 1 September 2020.%

On 24 November 2020, the Queensland Government announced that a
world-first treatment, known as whole lung lavage, was being developed in a
collaboration between the Prince Charles Hospital and the University of
Queensland.® Whole lung lavage involves the precision removal of silica
crystals and damaged cells from the lungs; “effectively ‘rinsing out’ the lungs
in what can be a four to five-hour procedure.”®

South Australia reduced the occupational respirable crystalline silica
exposure limit to 0.05mg/m® on 1 July 2020.5' South Australia has also
developed a Silicosis database®? and introduced a compliance program, with
102 compliance breaches identified in 2020-21.63

The Western Australian Government reduced the occupational respirable
crystalline silica exposure limit to 0.05 mg/m?® on 27 October 2020.% On 15
January 2021, the Western Australian Government announced that it had
amended the Occupational Safety and Health Regulations 1996 (WA) to
require employers “... to provide a low-dose high-resolution computed
tomography (HRCT) scan ... instead of the previously required chest X-ray.%
The National Dust Disease Taskforce noted:

WorkSafe WA may be the first regulatory body in Australia, and likely
worldwide, to legislate the use of a low dose chest HRCT as health
surveillance for silica workers.5®

4.4 Commonwealth
4.4.1 Safe Work Australia

The following developments relating to Safe Work Australia were discussed
by the National Dust Disease Taskforce in its Final Report:

¢ In September 2019, Safe Work Australia published national guidance
material on Working with silica and silica containing products.8”

e In June 2021, Safe Work Australia launched its Clean Air, Clear
Lungs education and awareness campaign. The campaign will run
until the end of 2021 and target “micro, small and medium-sized
businesses in the construction, agriculture, manufacturing and
engineered stone industries”.

o In June 2021, Safe Work Australia members agreed to amend the
model WHS regulations to expressly prohibit uncontrolled dry cutting
of engineered stone.

o Safe Work Australia members agreed to develop a model code of
practice for managing the safety risks associated with respirable
crystalline silica and engineered stone. %8
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https://www.worksafe.qld.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0013/32413/managing-respirable-crystalline-silica-dust-exposure-in-the-stone-benchtop-industry-code-of-practice-2019.pdf
https://www.worksafe.qld.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0013/32413/managing-respirable-crystalline-silica-dust-exposure-in-the-stone-benchtop-industry-code-of-practice-2019.pdf
https://www.worksafe.qld.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0013/32413/managing-respirable-crystalline-silica-dust-exposure-in-the-stone-benchtop-industry-code-of-practice-2019.pdf
https://www.safeworkaustralia.gov.au/system/files/documents/2003/national_guide_for_working_with_silica_and_silica_containing_products_1.pdf
https://www.safeworkaustralia.gov.au/clearlungs
https://www.safeworkaustralia.gov.au/clearlungs
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On 26 October 2021, Safe Work Australia published the Model Code of
Practice: Managing the risks of respirable crystalline silica from engineered
stone in the workplace.®®

Safe Work Australia has also published the following guidance material:

e Health monitoring: Guide for crystalline silica (18 February 2020)

e Health monitoring: Guide for reqistered medical practitioners (19
February 2020)

4.4.2 National Dust Disease Taskforce

On 26 July 2019, the Commonwealth Government announced the
establishment of the National Dust Disease Taskforce.”” The National Dust
Disease Taskforce conducted an independent review to inform the
development of a national approach to silicosis and other occupational dust
diseases.” The Commonwealth Government committed $5 million to support
the National Dust Disease Taskforce and its work.”

Following a consultation process, the National Dust Disease Taskforce
provided its Interim Advice to the Minister for Health in December 2019. In
January 2020, the Minister for Health announced that the Commonwealth
Government was “acting to accept” its recommendations for the following five
immediate national actions:

1. Developing a targeted education and communication campaign to raise
awareness of the risks of working with engineered stone.

2. Ongoing staged development of a National Dust Disease Registry, with
specific data requirements recommended by the Taskforce.

3. Targeted investment in key research activities, to improve understanding of
prevention, diagnosis and treatment.

4. Developing national guidance on screening workers working with
engineered stone.

5. Development of a national approach to identify occupational silica dust
exposure and other future occupational diseases.”

After delays caused by the Covid-19 pandemic, the National Dust Disease
Taskforce reconvened in August 2020. It undertook further consultations and
commissioned independent market research, including a Dust Disease
Research Update.™ The Final Report of the National Dust Disease Taskforce
was delivered to the Minister for Health in June 2021 for the Government’s
“consideration and response”.”> The National Dust Disease Taskforce
website does not presently indicate that a response has been received.

The seven recommendations contained in the Final Report of the National
Dust Disease Taskforce deal with a broad range of issues, including:
prevention, standards, monitoring, compliance, risk assessment, health
screening, education, research and treatment. Table 1 provides a summary
of the Final Report’s recommendations.


https://www.safeworkaustralia.gov.au/sites/default/files/2021-10/Model%20Code%20of%20Practice%20-%20Managing%20the%20risks%20of%20respirable%20crystalline%20silica%20from%20engineered%20stone%20in%20the%20workplace.pdf
https://www.safeworkaustralia.gov.au/sites/default/files/2021-10/Model%20Code%20of%20Practice%20-%20Managing%20the%20risks%20of%20respirable%20crystalline%20silica%20from%20engineered%20stone%20in%20the%20workplace.pdf
https://www.safeworkaustralia.gov.au/sites/default/files/2021-10/Model%20Code%20of%20Practice%20-%20Managing%20the%20risks%20of%20respirable%20crystalline%20silica%20from%20engineered%20stone%20in%20the%20workplace.pdf
https://www.safeworkaustralia.gov.au/system/files/documents/2002/health-monitoring-guidance-crystalline-silica.pdf
https://www.safeworkaustralia.gov.au/sites/default/files/2020-10/Health%20Monitoring%20Guidance%20-%20Registered%20Medical%20Practitioners%20-%20Final.pdf
https://www1.health.gov.au/internet/main/publishing.nsf/Content/ohp-nat-dust-disease-taskforce.htm/$File/nat-dusk-interim-advice-dec2019.pdf
https://www1.health.gov.au/internet/main/publishing.nsf/Content/562CF83B7AECFC8FCA2584420002B113/$File/QMR-Dust-Disease-Research-final.pdf
https://www1.health.gov.au/internet/main/publishing.nsf/Content/562CF83B7AECFC8FCA2584420002B113/$File/QMR-Dust-Disease-Research-final.pdf
https://www1.health.gov.au/internet/main/publishing.nsf/Content/562CF83B7AECFC8FCA2584420002B113/$File/NDDT-Final-Report-June-2021.pdf
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Table 1: Summary of National Dust Disease Taskforce Recommendations™

Recommendation Summary

1 Strengthen work health and safety measures, including:

o Take immediate action to ensure that businesses
working with engineered stone demonstrate that
they effectively and continuously manage risks.

e Urgently conduct a regulatory impact analysis,
which should consider: (i) implementing a licensing
scheme for businesses in the engineered stone
industry; and (ii) improving health screening by
using methods such as HRCT scans.

e Commence the processes required to implement a
full ban on the importation of some or all
engineered stone products by 2024, if required.

2 Improve the quality, frequency and coverage of health
screening for current and former workers.

3 Prioritise investment in prevention activities, including:

e Finalise and implement the National Silicosis
Prevention Strategy and National Action Plan.

e |Implement a national, targeted education and
communication campaign.

e Design and implement an Early Detection and
Rapid Response Protocol to identify emerging
workplace risks using data from the national
registry, when it becomes operational.

4 Better support workers affected by dust diseases and their
families through individually tailored programs of
psychological, financial and return-to-work support.

5 Better support medical, health and other related
professionals to improve the diagnosis and management of
workers affected by silicosis.

6 Enhance research expertise in Australia and operationalise
the National Occupational Respiratory Disease Registry as
soon as possible, with an initial focus on the mandatory
reporting of silicosis.

7 Establish a cross-jurisdictional governance mechanism to
improve communication and information sharing,
coordinate responses, and report on progress.

The issue of banning manufactured stone products (referred to in
Recommendation 1) is particularly noteworthy. In its November 2020
submission, the Australian Council of Trade Unions (ACTU) called for a ban
on manufactured stone containing high levels of silica. The ACTU stated:
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The principal action necessary is the implementation of a ban on the use of
high silica content engineered stone. Unless we eliminate the installation of
these products, we will face a similar legacy issue to that with asbestos
containing materials, which is something we should be trying to avoid. Along
with other organisations, unions have suggested a three-year, explicit, staged
approach to a ban on the importation and manufacture of engineered stone
with a high silica content.””

In contrast to the ACTU’s submission, the National Dust Disease Taskforce
adopted a contingent approach in its Final Report. It recommended that the
process of banning “some or all” manufactured stone products should
commence if, by July 2024, regulatory compliance rates do not improve and
preventive measures do not effectively protect workers.” The National Dust
Disease Taskforce explained that it required further evidence on such issues
as whether there is a safe level of silica in manufactured stone, whether a
ban would be effective, and whether there are safer substitute products that
would be accepted by the community.”

4.4.3 Medical Research Future Fund

On 11 May 2021, the Medical Research Future Fund announced $6 million
of funding under its 2020 Silicosis Research Grant Opportunity.® A particular
focus of the funding is the development of techniques that will enable the
earlier detection of silicosis.

5. Conclusion

Silicosis is an insidious disease. An increase in silicosis cases has been
associated with the use of manufactured stone products. Due to the time it
takes for symptoms to emerge, the true extent of the problem may not be
known for many years. Reforms are being introduced at the national and
State levels to address the issue. Ongoing regulatory enforcement and
health screening will be required to determine if those reforms are effective.
The National Dust Disease Taskforce has recommended that, if reforms are
not shown to be effective by July 2024, a partial or complete ban on
manufactured stone products should be introduced.
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