
EDITION NO. 1   JUNE 2007 HAZARD GUIDE

Your health and 
safety guide to 
Noise



If this Hazard Guide does not contain an up-to-date More information 
sheet, please go to www.worksafe.vic.gov.au to download the PDF 
or contact us on 1800 136 089 to request a printed copy.

 There’s plenty more information 
about health and safety...
www.worksafe.vic.gov.au 
1800 136 089



 More than 100,000 Victorian workers 
risk their hearing every day in noisy 
workplaces.

Exposure to dangerous levels of noise can 
cause permanent hearing loss and tinnitus 
(ringing in the ears).

While excessive noise remains a signifi cant 
issue in many workplaces, it can be 
controlled.

This guide will help you understand the 
problem, and will explain what you need 
to do to make your workplace safe.
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In this guide

 About the problem
• What is noise?
• What injuries can noise cause?

Your legal duties
• The law
• Information for employers
• Information for employees
•  Information for designers, 

manufacturers and suppliers
• Compliance and enforcement

How to comply
• Consult
• Find
• Fix
• Review

Glossary
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 What is noise?
The law defi nes noise in occupational 
settings as ‘unwanted or damaging sound’.

The level of noise in a workplace is a 
problem when it has the potential to 
damage employees’ hearing.

Australia’s national noise exposure 
standard sets a safe maximum exposure 

level of 85 decibels (A-weighted) averaged 
over an eight-hour period, and a peak level 
of 140 decibels (C-weighted).

The standard relates to noise measured 
at the employee’s ear and doesn’t account 
for any protection which may be provided 
by personal hearing protectors.

 About the problem
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 About the problem continued

What injuries can 
noise cause?
Noise-induced hearing loss is an 
irreversible condition that can have 
a terrible impact on a person’s life.

If your ears are exposed to loud noise 
continually over a period of time, the nerve 
receptors in the inner ear may eventually 
die, and once damage occurs it cannot 
be repaired.

Hearing loss can also result from exposure 
to sudden loud noises, such as explosions, 
gun shots or heavy hammering. These 
types of noises are commonly referred 
to as ‘impact’ noises and, if loud enough, 
can cause immediate, permanent damage.

Permanent hearing loss may also be 
accompanied by tinnitus or ringing in the 
ears, which makes the condition worse.
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 Occupational Health and Safety Act 2004 (OHS Act)
The OHS Act came into effect on 1 July 2005. It sets out the key principles, duties 
and rights in relation to occupational health and safety. The duties imposed by the 
Act cover a wide variety of circumstances, recognising the need for a duty-holder to 
have fl exibility in determining what needs to be done to comply.

The OHS Act is based upon the following key health and safety principles:
•  All people – employees and the general public – should have the highest level 

of protection against risks to health and safety.
•  Those who manage or control things that create health and safety risks in the 

workplace are responsible for eliminating or reducing the risks, so far as is 
reasonably practicable.

•  Employers should be proactive in promoting health and safety in the workplace.
•  Information and ideas about risks and how to control them should be shared 

between employers and employees.
•  Employees are entitled – and should be encouraged – to be represented in relation 

to health and safety issues.

Occupational Health and Safety Regulations 2007 (OHS Regulations 2007)
New Regulations for occupational health and safety came into effect on 1 July 2007.

The noise part of the OHS Regulations is intended to prevent hearing loss and 
injury resulting from exposure to excessive levels of noise in the workplace.

To do this, the Regulations impose specifi c legal responsibilities on employers, 
employees, manufacturers and suppliers for the detection, elimination and 
control of noise.

The law

 Your legal duties
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 Your legal duties continued

 Employers
As an employer, you have a general duty 
to make your workplace safe, as well as 
specifi c duties in relation to hazards such 
as noise.

You must ensure that your employees 
are not exposed to noise that exceeds 
the national exposure standard.

To do this, you must fi rst try to eliminate 
the source of the noise.

If it’s not reasonably practicable to 
eliminate the noise, you must reduce noise 
exposure, as far as reasonably practicable, 
in the following order:
•  use quieter plant or processes, 

or use engineering controls
• use administrative controls
• provide hearing protectors.

You must review (and, where necessary, 
revise) your risk controls if things change, 
if there is a report of hearing loss in the 
workplace, or at the request of a health 
and safety representative.

You must also consult employees and 
health and safety representatives when 
identifying hazards and deciding on 
control measures.

If you are uncertain about whether the 
noise exposure standard is being exceeded 
in your workplace, you must carry out 
testing and make a determination, as 
described in the Regulations.

If an employee needs hearing protection to 
reduce their exposure below the standard, 
you must provide audiometric testing within 
three months of when they start the work, 
and at least every two years. You must also 
provide testing upon a reasonable request 
by the employee’s health and safety 
representative.

Where hearing protectors are required you 
must clearly identify by signs or labelling 
when and where the protectors need to
be worn.

Employees
Your employer is required to protect you 
from excessive noise levels in the workplace.

At the same time, you have a general 
duty to take reasonable care for your 
own health and safety, and that of others 
who may be affected by your work, and 
to cooperate with your employer’s efforts 
to make the workplace safe.

This may include following workplace 
policies and procedures, and attending 
health and safety training, as well as 
helping to identify hazards and risks.
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If you need to wear hearing protection for 
your work, your employer must provide 
you with audiometric testing within three 
months of when you start the work. Your 
employer must provide further testing at 
least every two years, as well as whenever 
reasonably requested by your health and 
safety representative.

Designers, manufacturers 
and suppliers
The safe design of plant plays a critical 
role in reducing noise risks in workplaces.

If you design or manufacture plant for 
use in a workplace, you must ensure 
that the noise emitted by the plant – 
the ‘sound power level’ – is as low as 
reasonably practicable.

If use of the plant may cause employees 
exposure to exceed the noise exposure 
standard, manufacturers must provide 
a record stating the sound power level 
of the plant when supplying it.

Compliance and 
enforcement
WorkSafe applies a strategy of ‘constructive 
compliance’ – a combination of incentives 
and deterrents – to improve workplace 
health and safety.

This strategy recognises that real and 
sustainable improvement in workplace 
health and safety requires active 
involvement from employers and 
employees in identifying hazards and 
controlling risks.

WorkSafe inspectors have the primary 
role of targeting unsafe workplace activity, 
enforcing compliance with health and 
safety laws, and providing guidance and 
advice on how to comply with those laws.

Further information on workplace 
inspections and WorkSafe’s enforcement 
policy is available through the WorkSafe 
Advisory Service (1800 136 089) or at 
www.worksafe.vic.gov.au
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How to comply

  Consult
Employees’ expertise can make a 
signifi cant contribution to improving 
workplace health and safety.

Regular, proactive consultation can help 
identify issues in the workplace and build 
a strong commitment to health and safety 
by including all views in the decision-
making process.

Under the OHS Act, employers must 
consult with employees when identifying 
and assessing hazards or risks associated 
with exposure to excessive noise, and 
making decisions about risk control. 

‘Employees’ includes independent 
contractors (and any employees of the 
independent contractor(s)) who perform 
work which the employer has, or should 
have, control over.

If employees are represented by health 
and safety representatives, the consultation 
must involve those representatives – 
see Your health and safety guide to 
Consultation for further information.

 

 WorkSafe has a range of guidance materials to advise on the required processes 
and actions that duty-holders must take in order to meet their legal obligations. 
Compliance Codes, Health and Safety Solutions and Guidance Notes each provide 
detailed and specifi c advice for duty-holders seeking to comply with the OHS 
Regulations. See also the enclosed More information sheet for a listing of guidance 
materials related to Noise.
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 Find
The noise level in a workplace is 
dangerous if it exceeds the exposure 
standard, which refers to an average noise 
level of 85 decibels (A-weighted) over an 
eight-hour period, with a maximum peak 
of 140 decibels (C-weighted).

As an indicator, some examples of noise 
levels include:
• Jet engine – 120 decibels
• Angle grinding – 120 decibels
• Chainsaw – 110 decibels
• Lawn mowing – 93 decibels
• Front end loader – 85 decibels
• Normal conversation – 60 decibels.

There is a chance that the exposure 
standard is being exceeded if:
•  if it is diffi cult to hear someone 

speaking to you from one metre away
•  employees notice a temporary 

hearing loss or ringing in the ears 
after leaving work

•  employees need to use hearing 
protectors.

If you’re not sure if the standard is being 
exceeded, noise levels must be measured. 
You could do this by taking some spot 
noise measurements or getting someone 
to come in and help you.

The more complex the situation, the 
more knowledgeable and experienced 
the person doing the assessment needs 
to be. In some cases, such as when 
there are multiple sources of noise, the 
assessment will be more diffi cult, and 
hiring an experienced consultant may 
be the best approach.

Visit WorkSafe’s online Service Providers 
Directory or contact the WorkSafe Advisory 
Service (1800 136 089) to locate a noise 
measurement and assessment consultant 
in your area.
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How to comply continued

 Fix
You can signifi cantly reduce the risk 
of hearing loss in your workplace if you 
work through the following list. In many 
instances, a combination of approaches 
will result in the best solution.

1. Eliminate the cause of the noise
The best option is to remove the hazard 
completely, so you should always try to 
do this fi rst.

Example: Get rid of noisy plant or 
outsource noisy processes.

2. Substitute quieter plant or processes, 
or use engineering measures
If you can’t remove the hazard, think about 
changing the equipment or processes that 
are used.

Example: 
Introduce engineering controls to:

• avoid metal-on-metal impacts

• reduce vibration

• isolate vibrating machinery

•  silence air exhausts and 
blowing nozzles.

Modify the paths by which the noise 
travels through the air to the people 
exposed by:

•  erecting enclosures around machines 
to reduce the amount of noise emitted 
into the workplace or environment

•  use barriers and screens to block 
the direct path of sound.

3. Use administrative controls
If you can’t change the equipment or 
processes, try to change the way the 
work is done.

Example: Position noise sources 
further away from employees, minimise 
the number of employees working in 
noisy areas or do noisy work out of 
normal working hours. Job rotation can 
also help to limit employees’ exposure 
to noise.

4. Provide personal protective 
equipment
If no other measures will totally solve the 
problem, use hearing protectors to reduce 
the risk.
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 Review
It’s important to review your risk controls 
regularly to ensure they are implemented 
correctly and to monitor their effectiveness.

You need to review (and, where necessary, 
revise) your risk controls whenever changes 
are made to the workplace that could affect 
noise levels, such as changes to the way 
work is done or to the equipment used.

A review is also necessary if there is a 
report of hearing loss in the workplace, if 
you become aware of any new information 
about any noise levels, or if a health and 
safety representative requests one.
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GLOSSARY
 Administrative control – Using methods such as policies, procedures, safety signs, training 
or supervision, or a combination of methods, to control risk.

Audiometric testing – The measurement of a person’s hearing threshold levels by means 
of monaural pure tone air conduction threshold tests.

Employee – A person employed under a contract of employment or contract of training.

Employer – A person who employs one or more people under contracts of employment 
or contracts of training.

Exposure standard – The safe maximum exposure level for noise is 85 decibels 
(A-weighted) averaged over an eight-hour period, and a peak level of 140 decibels 
(C-weighted), as detailed in OHS Regulations 2007 and the National Standard for 
Occupational Noise [NOHSC:1007(2000)].

Hazard – A potential source of harm or injury. The potential to cause injury, illness or disease.

Health and safety representative (HSR) – A member of a designated work group elected 
to represent employees on matters relating to occupational health and safety.

Hearing protector – A device that is designed to protect a person’s hearing and that is 
inserted in the ear canal, covers the ear canal entrance, or covers the entire ear.

Noise – In occupational settings, noise refers to any unwanted or damaging sound.

Personal protective equipment – Equipment or clothing used to provide protection, 
e.g. gloves, safety glasses, hard hats, goggles, earmuffs, safety shoes, respirators and 
fall arrest systems.

Plant – Any machinery, equipment, appliance, implement and tool; any component of any 
of these things; and anything fi tted, connected or related to any of these things.

Reasonably practicable – See section 20(2) of the OHS Act and the WorkSafe Position 
on How WorkSafe applies the law in relation to reasonably practicable.

Sound power level – A measurement of sound emissions from a piece of plant under 
operating conditions. The sound power level is customarily expressed in decibels 
referenced to one picowatt.
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In this series

 Hazards
Your health and safety guide to asbestos
Your health and safety guide to confi ned spaces
Your health and safety guide to dangerous goods
Your health and safety guide to falls prevention
Your health and safety guide to hazardous substances
Your health and safety guide to lead
Your health and safety guide to manual handling
Your health and safety guide to noise
Your health and safety guide to plant

Industries
Your health and safety guide to construction
Your health and safety guide to forestry
Your health and safety guide to foundries
Your health and safety guide to major hazard facilities
Your health and safety guide to mines

Subjects
Your health and safety guide to communicating across languages
Your health and safety guide to consultation
Your health and safety guide to controlling OHS hazards and risks
Your health and safety guide to licensing and registrations
Your health and safety guide to workplace amenities and fi rst aid

Visit www.worksafe.vic.gov.au for online guidance on all of these 
topics and more…

The information presented in Your health and safety guide to noise is intended for general use only. It should not be viewed 
as a defi nitive guide to the law, and should be read in conjunction with the Occupational Health and Safety Act 2004.

This publication is protected by copyright. The Victorian WorkCover Authority encourages the free transfer, copying and 
printing of this publication if such activities support the purposes and intent for which the publication was developed.

WorkSafe Victoria is a division of the Victorian WorkCover Authority.
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 WorkSafe 
Victoria

 WorkSafe Advisory Service

222 Exhibition Street
Melbourne VIC 3000

Phone 03 9641 1444
Toll-free 1800 136 089
Email info@worksafe.vic.gov.au

Head Offi ce

222 Exhibition Street
Melbourne VIC 3000

Phone 03 9641 1555
Toll-free 1800 136 089
Website www.worksafe.vic.gov.au

Local Offi ces

Ballarat 03 5338 4444
Bendigo 03 5443 8866
Dandenong 03 8792 9000
Geelong 03 5226 1200
Melbourne
(628 Bourke Street) 03 9941 0558
Mildura 03 5021 4001
Mulgrave 03 9565 9444
Preston 03 9485 4555
Shepparton 03 5831 8260
Traralgon 03 5174 8900
Wangaratta 03 5721 8588
Warrnambool 03 5564 3200
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