
Knowing  
Your  
Obligations

The Work Health and Safety Act 2011 (WHS 
Act) aims to protect the health and safety 
of all workers including contractors and 
subcontractors; it’s relevant to every Australian 
organisation. So what is required, and how 
should it be documented? 
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Managing Contractors



Foundations of Contractor Management

Who is a Worker?

Trying to navigate contractor management 
for your organisation can seem overwhelming. 
Even after you identify all of the laws and 
regulations that apply to your organisation and 
set up your operations accordingly, new ones 
are brought in, and the old ones change. 

How can you effectively follow all of these 
requirements?

With contractor management, the problem 
isn’t what you have to do, it’s how you choose 
to do it. 

Before even pre-qualifying contractors, your 
organisation needs to have in place a designated 
employee (or employees) who is accountable 
for managing contractors, with clearly defined 
responsibilities. If an inspector asks, this person 
must be able to provide documentation of the 
organisation’s workplace health & safety program, 
showing just as much compliance oversight for 
contractors as for regular employees. Ideally, 
this includes documentation of the following 
activities and policies - for all contractors and 
subcontractors: 

•     Induction training;
•      Regular inspections and audits, as well as a 

policy of documenting and acting upon the 
results of the inspections;

First things first: you need to know who counts 
as a worker in your organisation. It’s a broader 
category than you might think. The phrase 
used in Section 7 of the WHS Act is, “a person 
who carries out work in any capacity for an 
organisation.” 

This includes: Employees; Apprentices and 
trainees; Students gaining work experience 
(interns); Volunteers; and Contractors, 
subcontractors and their employees.

•      Assessment of: worker competencies; WHS 
procedures – assessed prior to hiring as well 
as while under contract overall compliance 
(with internal requirements as well as 
regulatory and legislative requirements); 

•     A policy for contractor management practices;
•      A policy requiring workers to conduct Safe 

Work Method Statements (SWMS) where 
necessary, and a documented practice of 
regular oversight and checks to enforce that 
policy; 

•      A policy for consulting and coordinating with 
and between contractors and subcontractors 
to organise the work; and

•     A policy for handling non-compliance. 

That last point is the most relevant 
one for this article. This Act ensures that 
organisations can’t dodge their health and 
safety responsibilities by hiring contractors 
or even by designating another responsible 
party in their contracts. Not only are contractors 
“workers” for the purposes of the Act, but so 
are subcontractors, and so are their staff. 
In other words, organisations are accountable 
to manage workplace health and safety for 
workers up to three degrees removed from 
the organisation itself.
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Look for reputable contractors and assess 
them. To standardise your approach, develop 
a questionnaire and a process for collecting, 
reviewing and verifying documentation. 
Ask for health and safety documentation  
now, before you’ve committed to anything. 

Any good contractor should be able to prove 
that they’re certified, licenced and compliant 
with all of the applicable regulations. For example, 
when hiring an electrician, organisations need 
to ensure that candidates have the required 
insurances, a registered electrical contractor 
license, can effectively produce SWMS and 
have a suitable safety policy.

Contracting is not just about managing potential 
liability; more holistically, it’s about creating a 
framework and setting the tone for the entire 
working relationship. But even a good contract is 
still just words until you bring it to life by acting 
upon and enforcing the clauses. Make sure your 
contract includes essential WHS requirements, 
and then implement them; perform the audit, 
make the inspection, run the checks, and 
document these processes - and their results.
Structure the contract with checkpoints that 
line up with the milestones of the work, along 
with a review process to be carried out as each 
checkpoint comes up. The review is intended to 
make sure the work is consistently supervised 
throughout the course of the project, and that the 

terms of the agreement are being followed. 
There should also be an assessment process 
for when the work is completed.  

Your contract should also include plans to 
account for changes in the work environment. 
How will workplace safety procedures change 
on a day when there is an unusually high number 
of contractors on the site, or when particularly 
dangerous chemicals are going to be used? 
These plans also need to be reviewed regularly, 
not only to ensure they are still sound and 
applicable, but also to implement any safety 
learnings you gain over the course of the project. 

All contractors on your site need to go through 
induction training. This isn’t just about liability 
or fulfilling a requirement; this is where your 
organisation sets the standard for 
workplace safety.

Contractors observe how induction training is 
handled to see how seriously the organisation 
takes safety. A 20-year-old video - or massive 
Powerpoint presentation - tells contractors that 
your organisation sees this as a ticking-the-box 
exercise. If contractors get the impression that 
safety isn’t seen as important, they may tune 
out or try to skip steps. It’s crucial, at this 
stage, to signal the importance of safety 
to your organisation.
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Conclusion
Effectively managing contractors is a real 
challenge. However, as with most things, a 
common-sense approach can help avoid 99% 
of potential problems. 

Contractor management comes down to 
formalising that common-sense approach 
in your practices and processes, backing it 
up with the appropriate documentation, and 
extending it to additional worker categories, 
including contractors, subcontractors and 
their staff. 
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How iPRO Can Help
iPRO assists organisations to achieve 
best practice in third party compliance 
management. iPRO works with clients to 
significantly reduce third party risk and 
compliance management costs across 
their organisation.

Find out more at ipro.net.


