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1. Introduction: 
This paper discusses the role of trade unions in Norway in pursuing Health, 
Safety, Environment (HSE). There is little scientific research which analyses the 
union role in promoting improvements in HSE. And no textbook, on management 
or leadership mention anything at all about unions. 
The working environment factors are grouped in one organizational and one 
physical part. Roughly said, the local union/ shop steward handle the first part, 
and the Safety Delegate (SD) the second. Such separation of responsibilities is 
stated in the Working Enviroment Act (WEA) and the Basic Agreement (BA) 
between the confederations NHO and LO. 

The title of this paper raises several questions: 
What is Health, Safety, Environment (HSE) in Norway ? 
What role has the unions played in improving HSE through the 30 years 
of E&P on the Norwegian Shelf, and what will be their future role ? 
Which factors are needed to reach a high level on HSE ? 
Does investments in HSE lead to improved productivity, quality and 
profit? 

However, time is restricted, and this paper will consentrate on the HSE-
organization, factors which might improve the working environment, and the 
union role. 
The main thesis is that broad formal and unformal participation from strong 
and social responsible unions is mandatory to develope the company 
organization, achive a high level on HSE, and improved productivity and profit. 
Dialogue, development agreements, cooperation, are key words. This Nordic 
Working Life System has produced good results, and should be continued. 

In 1991 NOPEF carried out a survey among well service companies on their 
offshore working situation, company healt service, safety delegate system etc. 
The NPD (The Norwegian Petroleum Directorate) and the oil operating 
companies used this documentation for a follow-up and marked improvements in 
HSE within the oil well service companies. The oil well service workers say that 
the NOPEF report was necesseary for this change to take place. NOPEF has 
made similar studies in other areas with the same positive results. 
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2. Laws and agreements on HSE: 

2.1. HSE definition: 
In Norway, by "working environment" is understood all mental strain and 
physical factors pertaining to the working situation and affecting workers on 
both short and long term basis. 

The working environment factors are arranged in two groups: 
1. The organizational part of the working environment 

1.1. Arrangement of working hours 
1.2. Freedom in working time 
1.3. Planning of the work 

- Amount of work 
- Variation in work tasks 
- Professional and personal development 
- Meaningful occupation 
- Selfdetermination and professional responsibility 
- Contact with others 
- Accidents and injuries 
- Mental strain 

2. The physical part of the working environment 
2.1. Traditional physical factors 
2.2. Ergonomic factors / working positions 
2.3. Air quality / pollution of the working athmosphere 

The organizational part of the working environment is traditionally handled by 
the (local and central) unions, .and the physical part handled by the HSE-
organization. This is formalized in the Working Environment Agreement (WEA) 
and the Basic Collective Agreement (BA) between the confederations of 
employers (NHO) and unions (LO). 

2.2. The sosio-technical system approach: 
The Working Environment Act of 1977 (WEA) from 1977 was a reform based on a 
socio-technic research approach in Scandinavia in the 60s and 70s which 
documented that a reasonable degree of freedom at work, learning, skill, and 
social contacts at work is mandatory for workers to become active, solve 
problems, and participate in improving working conditions. Such 
documentation of mental needs should lead to increased attention on the 
organizing of the work and workers participation and activity. 

A well-functioning company organization cannot be ordered, but must be 
developed through organizing and guidance in the work situation. Problems 
arise if technical rationality and way of thinking in a mechanical system are 
applied upon a social system. 
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This model obviously applies for pursuing HSE-goals. 
Mobilization of local knowledge gives better ability to adjust quickly. The parties 
(employer - unions) have entered into development agreements, where company 
problems are viewed as developmental tasks, the employees participates in such 
projects, developmental work are restrictied to areas where productivity, 
working environment and the right for participation overlaps, and the 
development projects are based on the knowledge within the company, external 
expertice only used as a support. 
Such development projects have as a condition formal agreements between two 
parties, consequently unions play a vital part. 

2.3. The Nordic System: 
A summary of the Nordic working life system illustrates the union as part of a 
formal and informal system which aims to develop the company organizaton and 
improve productivity: 

A model for regulation of working life relations 
Collective representation of both employees (work sellers) and employers 
(work buyers) 
A right to collective actions (by law and agreement) 
Negotiations is the main principle 
The agreements reached through negotiations are respected and 
sanctioned. 
The of working life regulations are settled in both laws and central 
agreements, plus nonwritten "gentlemens agreements" and social 
responsibility. 
The Labour Court have a central position in the nordic model. 
The Shop Steward institution is a key factor. 
Modus vivendi for conflicts of interests. 
Stable relations between the partites in the work marketplace. 
Broad search for concensus 
Visions of full employment and democracy at work 
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2.4. Union role stated in laws and agreements: 
Organizing of the work is regulated both in the WEA and in the BA, and is an 
are of responsibility for the union/local shop steward. The separation of 
responsibility between shop stewards and safety delegates (SD) is stated clarly in 
the WEA: 
The WEA objectives follows from section 1: 

"- secure a working environment which affords the employees full safety 
against harmful physical and mental influences and which has safety, 
occupational healthand welfare standards that correspond to the level of 
technologial and social development of the society at large a t any time, 
- secure sound emploment conditions and meaningful occupation for the 
individual employee 
- provide a basis whereby the enterprises themselves can solve their 
working environment problems in cooperation with the organizations of 
employers and employees and with control and guidance from public 
authorities." 

The WEA section 12 is an interesting "law in the law" with the following general 
requirements: 
"Technology, organization of work, working hours and wage systems shall be set 
up so that the employees are not exposed to undesirable physical or mental 
strain and so that their possibilities of displaying caution and observing safety 
considerations are not impaired. 
Conditions shall be arranged so that employees are afforded reasonable 
opportunity for professional and personal development through their work." 
Section 12 deal with ordinary human needs connected to work. The mental 
factors listed are not basic human needs, as the researchers once concluded. 
However, the consequences are participation and dialogue which enables 
workers to be active in solving all kinds of work site problems. 

Figure: Company organizational 
development 
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The separation of responsibility of unions/shop stewards and Safety Delegates 
(SD) in the WEA is: 
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Basic Agreement (BA): 
The Collective Basic Agreement (BA) between LO and NHO regulates 
cooperation and union participation, ensures stability and no strikes, prescribes 
conflict solving, exchange of information, and principles for developing the 
company organization. LO and NHO has a joint venture organization with 
expertice and money available to support such development. But the E&P 
industry has to a very limited extent used this opportunity. 

The law establishes a framwork for HSE activities. The collective agreements 
fills out this framework. Pescription and rules to play after for the union and the 
employer follows from the BA. 

Figure: Union and SD role from WEA and BA: 
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3. The company working environment (HSE) organization: 
Often a Norwegian company organization might differ from those of USA and 
many other countries: In addition to the traditional employers supervisory and 
governing system, we have trade unions, HSE-organization, employer-unidn 
development and productivity projects, etc. 
The culture is different: In USA organizational problems is viewed as a question 
of "redundancy of parts" whereas in Norway it is seen as a "redundancy of 
functions" problem. 

Working environment activities are handled in two structures: 
a) Within the company supervisory structure, 

i.e. part of the the employer giving orders and having the control. 
b) Within the working environment organization, 

i.e. under joint controle between employer and workers. 

a) Command structure, 
employers control 

employer 

4 
negotiations/ 
consultation/ 
information/ 
development 

. 
b) HSE-organization, 

joint control 
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i 
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i 
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f 
union: 
st / union 
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The union role in the HSE-organization depends on the type of decisions to be 
made: 

Systematic HSE-work, 
strategic decisions: 

employer, union, 
SD, WEC, 
Comp. health dept. 

I 
Day-to-day 
problemsolving, I 
ad-hoc-decisions 

supervisor, worker, SD, 
Comp.health dept. 

Routine follow-up, 
programmed decisions 

supervisor, worker, SD 
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4. Premises for improved HSE: 
4.1. Interest in HSE: 
The employer and workers representatives must be aware of the working 
environment consept, be devoted to this consept, and understand that 
investment in HSE pays off. If only one party takes initiatives in HSE matters, 
frustration and disappointment will be the result. 

In a small country with limited resources like Norway it is a national necessity 
that an active and motivated workforce try to reduce costs from inferior HSE.. 
Official figures states that accidents and illnesses at work costs Norway appr. 40 
billions NOK, equals 6 billion USD, each year. The companies pays 10%, and 
have good reasons to minimize these costs. 

Sometimes it is a problem to find candidates for positions as shop stewards or 
safety delegates. Shop stewards often use very much of their non-paid free time 
on problem solving and meetings. Safety delegates perceive their position to be 
of low status, is time-consuming, and sometimes difficult to observe results. 

4.2. Employer - worker relations: 
Good relations between the employer and the workers are necessary for an open 
dialogue and sincere participation in developing the company organization. 

NOPEF made a survey among our shop stewards in april 1994 on working 
conditions and participation within the oil&gas industry offshore and onshore. 
The situation varies very much from confrontation on one side, to an almost ideal 
excample of the traditional Norwegian way of well-developed cooperation on all 
levels the other side. The employers seem to use the union mostly for support in 
situations of demanning and rationalization. In Norwegian owned integreated 
oil operating companies, in supply bases, and some catering companies, do the 
local unions participate in strategic planning etc,, and receive information before 
decisions are made. Drilling companies are maybe changing from the 
shipowners tradition towards the Norwegian industry tradition where unions are 
regarded as a positive resource in the companies efforts to survive. 

The workers relations varies within the company: 

supervisors 
offshore 

I 
workers 
offshore 

The relations between supervisors and workers offshore is definitely improved. 
Top management meet workers mostly through local shop stewards, and 
relations varies from confidence to mistrust. 

top management 
in Norway 

t 
supervisors 
onshore 

shop steward/ 
union 

4 
workers 
onshore 
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4.3. Cooperation and development 
The tension which always exists between employer and employees, between 
supervisor and subordinate, should be used in a constructive way to improve the 
working environment. The present strong pressure on costs hurts all relations. 
However, companies with extensive, open and confident cooperation with the 
local union seems to manage the necessary changes better. 
One sucess example is the joint venture project between NHO and LO to reduce 
costs from illness at work. After 3 years the programme have resulted in a 15% 
reductions of costs. 

4.4. Feedback to managment and authoroties: 
The employers must have knowledge on realities and problems among the 
employees. Union is one important channel for feedback through the company 
organization. 
NOPEF and local NOPEF shop stewards have made surveys and put together 
information on realities and problems in the working environment. Such 
information has been useful for those with decision power to make necessary 
corrections in the HSE situation. In surveys 85% answer that they are satisfied 
with their working environment regardless of the realities. More detailed 
information is obviously needed. 

4.5. Conflict solving: 
The consequenses of unsolved conflicts could be a disaster for the company 
organization. Mistrust, anger, hate, envy, oversensitive emplyees, is common 
results. Unions and safety delegates are part of systems with participation, 
dialogue, negotiatons, written agreements and decisions, -- to solve problems 
before they ends in conflicts. When things are running smoothly, the union and 
the employer have an easy time together. In oil industry's reality everything is 
under severe pressure, low prizes, time limits, reduced manning, competition on 
products and contracts, etc. This creates problems, and i t is very important that 
the "shore punching principle" is in use, i.e. broad workers and union 
participation with good dialogues and company development projects. 

Figure: Cooperation and problem solving 
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4-6. U n i o n invo lvemen t i H S E : . 
The SD need the union for support, information, forum for discussion, feeling 
confidence and not afraid of adressing problems. The union have a stuctured 
and recognized organization where problems are discussed and formal decisions 
made. The SD do not have any formal "members" organization of their own, and 
therefor depends on contact with and support from the union-
Statements from NOPEF leading shop stewards and safety delegates are very-
clear: Union involvement is mandatory for a high level on HSE. Without the 
support and position given through the union system the management would not 
bother to participate in unformal discussions and project gruops involving the 
workers. 
The union shop stewards get information on company matters at a very early 
stage, and are able to start a dialogue or negotiation before decisions are made. 
And can choose between several routes to bring problems and matters forward to 
the employer, either the BA-way with dialogue and negotiations, or the WEA 
way with SD or WEC. 

5. Conclus ion: 
In the Norwegian tradition social responsible unions, broad participation, 
continuous development of the company organization, are key factors to improve 
the working environment. In laws and agreements the unions have a well-
defined role in pursuing HSE goals. Joint action programmes between the 
confederations NHO-LO and other investments in HSE, pays off. The Safety 
Delegate benefits from cooperation and support from the union. 
This winning system should be continued. 
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