


Health & Safety in the Construction Industry:
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Health and safety issues have been Face
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most of the issues being discussed
have a direct bearing on Hawaii's
construction industry.

The workers' compensation contro-
versy and possible reform is a hot
topic with everyone from the
governor and the legislature to the
industry's professional associations,
unions and the worker on the job.

In addition, there are questions as
to whether the current building
boom and shortage of qualified
labor inadvertently is creating an
increase in jobsite injuries.

Questions also are being raised as
to whether the industry's drug-
testing programs are adequate.

And HIOSH has, of all things, been
accused of being too friendly.

What's really going on here?

B.I. goes to the source (actually
quite a few sources) for the answers
to these questions and many more.
We asked. You answered. Here is
our in-depth report.
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A Chronic Complaint

For the past two years, our report
on Health & Safety has included
much conversation and concern
regarding Hawaii's workers'
compensation program. From the
warkers' comp medical profes-
sionals we learned about occupa-
tional care groups going out of
business and the difficulty in finding
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"good physicians who are willing to
see workers' comp patients" due to
the low reimbursement rates. From
industry members we heard horror
stories about workers’ comp insur-
ance going up as much as 200
percent and more.

Has anything improved?

Currently, everyone is getting
into the act, including legislators
who may not be totally informed



on the situation or aware of its
impact on the industry and the
economy as a whole. A few of those
who do understand the vital nature
of the issue and are major players,
such as Nelson Befitel, director of
the State of Hawaii's Department of
Labor & Industrial Relations (DLIR),
are passionate in their pursuit of
reform.

"The system is broken," Befitel
says. "The Work Loss Data Institute
gave Hawaii's workers’ compensa-
tion system an ‘F’ for the years
2001 and 2002, noting that Hawaii
has gone from 'bad to worse." He
also feels, "Hawaii's businesses are
paying entirely too much for
workers’ compensation insurance.
Workers’ compensation premiums
have doubled and tripled in the last
five years for many of our local
companies."

Gov. Linda Lingle also is vocal in
her criticism of the state's workers'

comp system. "Our employers pay
among the highest workers'
compensation premiums in the
country," she says, and in under-
scoring Befitel's comments, adds,
"Last year, we were one of just
eight states again receiving a grade
of 'F' for the operation of the
workers' compensation system.”

What changes would she like to
see?

eIncreased penalties for those
who "cheat the program." This
translates to reducing fraud by both
employers and employees.

*Cost control reforms to lower
insurance premiums. "We owe this
to businesses and their employees
who need insurance when they are
injured," she says.

In addition to Lingle's priorities,
among the several reforms the DLIR
wants are:

*A clear definition of who can be
an attending physician

A worker sets a 120-foot pipe in a prepared trench at a Nova Group jobsite.

eEliminating stress claims
resulting from personnel action
taken in good faith

*Allowing for employer-mandated
choice of network of physicians

A clear definition of acceptable
vocational rehabilitation plans to
control costs and allow greater
employer input

Other powerful legislators, such
as Rep. Barbara Marumoto, agree
that Hawaii's workers' comp system
is a major problem.

A key dissenting voice in the
governor's and DLIR's pursuit of
workers' comp reform seems to be
coming from Rep. Kirk Caldwell,
new chair of the House Committee
an Labor and Public Employment,
who expresses "concern" about state
officials making changes without
legislative consent. "l plan to look
into the issue," says Caldwell.

Getting a Second Opinion

Hawaii's construction industry
members strongly agree that a cure
is long averdue for the state's ailing -
workers' comp system and esca-
lating medical costs. Labor union
officials for example are quite vocal
in their views. "A major area of
concern," according to Vaughn
Chong, business manager and trea-
surer of the United Union of
Roofers, Waterproofers and Allied
Workers, Local 221, "is the rising
cost of health care and its impact
on our membership. We would like
to continue to provide the level of
service and professionalism that our
members have come to expect.”

Ron Taketa, financial
secretary/business representative for
the United Brotherhood of

A Nova Group team ties wall steel for
tank containment dikes.
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