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Workplace safety: is your 
business an equal playing field?
Most business leaders and safety managers would be shocked to learn that their 
workplaces may not be as safe for their female employees as their male employees. 
Indeed many may emphatically and even angrily argue that workplace safety is the 
one area where there is absolute equality. But is this really the case?  

Workplace safety, across many sectors 
(e.g., mining, oil and gas, construction, 
and shipping) has traditionally been 

a function primarily managed by men and 
performed by men for predominantly male 
workforces. It is mainly men who manage safety 
departments and men who identify the hazards, 
assess the risks and determine strategies to 
mitigate or eliminate these risks. But what if the 
men in charge of workplace safety simply can’t 
‘see’ the hazard in the first place?

Examples of women’s workplace safety 
concerns that are commonly overlooked by 

safety professionals include poorly fitting PPE, 
working with chemicals when pregnant or 
breastfeeding, inadequate lighting (at work and at 
employer-provided accommodation), machinery 
operating dimensions and mechanisms that 
don’t accommodate generally smaller and less 
muscular bodies, and sexual harassment.

As PNG’s formal economy grows, more and 
more women are entering the workforce and in 
areas that have been traditionally dominated by 
men. Thus it is increasingly necessary to widen the 
safety lens and address aspects of women’s safety 
that have typically received very little attention. 

“Women definitely have some different 
workplace safety concerns to men” says Evonne 
Kennedy, Executive Officer of the PNG Business 
Coalition for Women (BCFW). “Once business 
leaders and safety managers become aware that 
female-specific safety hazards exist they start to 
realise that ‘safety inequality’ may also well exist 
within their own workplaces. This is when they 
start looking for solutions and in PNG there is a 
specific resource available to help them even up 
the safety playing field.”

‘Gender Smart Safety’ (GSS) is a training 
and auditing program designed by the BCFW 

(or ‘Coalition’) that maximises the workplace 
safety of women (although a considerable side 
benefit of GSS, as reported by organisations 
that have already implemented it, is enhanced 
safety for all employees). Designed for PNG 
business by PNG business, GSS was piloted by 
Oil Search, St Barbara’s Simberi operation and 
New Britain Palm Oil Ltd (NBPOL). The program 
was also recently implemented by Pacific Towing, 
the marine services division of the Steamships 
Group, and is currently being further rolled out 
across various Oil Search operations.

“GSS is not a ‘bolt on’ safety program” 
explains Kennedy. “Instead, it is a program that 
we help organisations integrate throughout 
their safety management function, operations 
and culture.” The Coalition’s GSS training starts 
with some general awareness raising around the 
gendered nature of workplace safety and helps 
identify a GSS Taskforce (i.e., a team of 6-10 
staff including Safety, HR and Management). The 
Taskforce is taught how to use a number of tools 
and how to conduct women’s workplace safety 
audits. Data from the audits are used to identify 
safety risks, prevalence and impact, as well 
as what is in place to mitigate those risks. The 
organisation is then presented with a detailed 
report including recommendations on how 
women’s workplace safety can be improved. An 
organisation’s progress towards ‘safety equality’ 
can be monitored via the use of regular additional 
audits, typically on a six-monthly basis. Ongoing 
and bespoke support from the Coalition is readily 
available on an ‘as needs’ basis.

“Despite its comprehensive nature and 
obvious importance, GSS is not an expensive or 
onerous program to roll out and then sustain” 
says Neil Papenfus, General Manager of Pacific 
Towing. “The audit tools are tailor made for PNG 
workforces so it was easy enough for our staff 

to master them and for our trainers to instruct 
staff at our other operations on how to utilise 
them. Also, the recommendations to improve 
our female staff’s workplace safety were pretty 
much straightforward and relatively low cost. 
For example, improved locks and latches on 
doors, new signage, some in-house training, 
ensuring female health and hygiene products 
are readily available, and developing an internal 
communications plan focussing on more 
respectful attitudes and behaviours.” 

Like St Barbara’s Simberi operation and 
NBPOL, Oil Search played a critical role in helping 
design and then pilot test GSS. Having conducted 
additional GSS audits earlier in 2020 at its Port 
Moresby, Ridge and Moro operations, Oil Search 
is leading the oil and gas sector when it comes 
to maximising the workplace safety of its female 
workforce with further audits planned for Hides, 
Gobe, and Kopi. The audits will be conducted to 
include the entire rotational female workforce, 
including contractors. Representatives from three 
contractor companies (i.e., KutMor, PNG Mining 
and Hospitality Services, and Kutubu Security 
Services) are on Oil Search’s GSS taskforce.

“Oil Search is committed to having the safest 
possible workplaces for all staff and contractors 
– men and women equally. We are integrating 
Gender Smart Safety throughout our safety 
management system so that it becomes part of 
everyday safety practise.” Les Wratten, Safety, 
Environment and Risk Manager, Oil Search Ltd.

GSS was originally designed to assist the 
Coalition’s mining and oil and gas member 
companies. The rationale being that talented 
women were missing out on opportunities and 
promotions in these sectors because their safety 
when working remotely could not be guaranteed. 
However, GSS has proved itself valuable across 
multiple sectors as well as in urban settings. 

Any business keen to maximise the workplace 
safety of its female staff is urged to explore the 
benefits of taking a gendered approach to safety 
management.

A central premise of GSS is that women be 
much more involved in the safety management 
function. Women need to be involved in hazard 
identification and risk assessment. Likewise 
they need to be able to decide the best ways in 
which risks are mitigated or eliminated. Dr Dean 
Laplonge, an internationally respected gender 
smart safety expert and the consultant who 
played a lead role in the design of the Coalition’s 
GSS program, says that “women’s workplace 
safety will only be maximised when women are 
allowed a voice in identifying and responding to 
the issues that affect their safety at work.”

To learn more about Gender Smart Safety 
please contact the Business Coalition for 
Women – www.pngbcfw.org. The Coalition is the 
corporate sector’s ‘go to’ resource for gender 
equality and has numerous services available 
to help your business recruit, train, develop and 
promote PNG women.

The Coalition is supported by the Australian 
Government in partnership with the Government 
of Papua New Guinea as part of the Pacific 
Women Shaping Pacific Development program. 
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“We’ve invested a lot of money in programs to recruit, train, develop and promote women. There is no way will risk letting safety 
inequality jeopardise that investment.” – Neil Papenfus, General Manager, Pacific Towing

(L-R) Oil Search’s Perpetua Oseia, Process Technician, Lawrence Albert and Cinderella Tira, both Plant Operators at one of the Company’s major Processing Facilities 
in Kutubu, Southern Highlands Province. Perpetua Oseia was the 2018 PNG Apprentice of the Year for the annual National Trade Testing Board (NATTB) Awards


