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While the information provided by Roads and Maritime Services (Roads and Maritime) has been compiled 
with all due care, Roads and Maritime does not warrant or represent that the information is free from errors 
or omissions, is up to date or that it is exhaustive. Roads and Maritime does not warrant or accept any 
liability in relation to the quality, operability or accuracy of the information. Roads and Maritime disclaims, 
to the extent permitted by law, all warranties, representations or endorsements, express or implied, with 
regard to the information. Users of the information will be responsible for making their own assessment of 
the information, and Roads and Maritime accepts no liability for any decisions made or actions taken in 
reliance upon any of the information. Any such decision or action is made or undertaken at the risk of the 
user of the information. Users wishing to rely on the information should seek their own expert advice. 
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Overview 
Worker fatigue increases the risk of occurrences and frontline managers need to be 
aware of the causes and effects of fatigue and how to manage the risk. SafeWork NSW 
defines fatigue as follows:  

Fatigue is more than feeling tired or drowsy, it is a state of mental and/or physical 
exhaustion that reduces a person's ability to perform work safely and effectively. 
Fatigue can be caused by: 

• Prolonged or intense mental or physical activity 

• Sleep loss or disruption of your internal body clock  

• Long shifts 

• Short recovery times between shifts 

• Strenuous jobs 

• Long commuting times 

• Poor sleep 

• Family demands. 

Fatigue may increase the risk of incidents because of a lack of alertness and slower 
reaction times. It can also affect the ability to make good decisions. 

Source: SafeWork NSW, Fatigue. Accessed 10 August 2016  

Workers must take responsibility for managing their own risks of fatigue. 

Fatigue can reduce concentration, impair coordination and compromise judgement. 
However, not everyone responds to, or exhibits the effects of fatigue in the same way. 

The nature of Roads and Maritime Services operations means that work may be 
carried out at any time of the day or night. Many field-based activities may expose 
workers to the effects of fatigue. These include traffic management, emergency 
response to traffic incidents, on-call arrangements, major construction projects, road 
maintenance and vehicle regulations work. Office based staff may also be affected by 
fatigue, for example, if they are working under pressure, to deadlines, or long hours.  
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Introduction 

Purpose 
Roads and Maritime is committed to the health and wellbeing of all its workers and 
others. A safe and healthy workplace is the right of every worker1.  

The purpose of this procedure is to help managers to manage the health and safety 
risks associated with worker fatigue and to ensure that Roads and Maritime managers 
and workers comply with work health and safety (WHS) legislative requirements.  

Scope 
This procedure covers all Roads and Maritime workplaces and includes: 

• All workers 

• Other duty holders who carry out work for Roads and Maritime 

• Those who are likely to be directly affected by a matter relating to work health or 
safety, such as visitors. 

Industry partners are required to have in place an equivalent procedure for managing 
risks associated with worker fatigue that meets the same standards. 

Consultation 
Roads and Maritime must consult with workers about workplace fatigue. If it is 
identified as a potential workplace hazard, appropriate control measures must be put in 
place to eliminate or minimise the exposure to fatigue. 

1 See Definitions 
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Managing the risk of workplace fatigue 

1 Causes and effects of workplace fatigue 

1.1 Specific situations that could cause worker fatigue 

Work practices that potentially contribute to fatigue include:  

• Call-out situations where workers may unexpectedly work longer shifts and are not 
able to recover  

• Night shifts with roster systems that prevent workers having quality sleep to 
recover and recuperate  

• Long travel distances with early starts and late finishes. 

Working continuous night shifts (for example, 10 nights in a row) may increase the risk 
of fatigue significantly.  

Extreme weather and environmental conditions may also contribute to worker fatigue – 
for example working in extreme heat, rain, snow or smoke.  

Fatigue can be both short term (acute) or long term (chronic). Listed below are some of 
the effects of acute and chronic fatigue. 

1.2 Effects 

Acute effects of fatigue 
Acute effects of fatigue are characterised by: 
• Difficulty in concentrating and easily distracted 

• Poor judgment and decision-making 
• Reduced capacity for effective interpersonal communication 
• Reduced hand-eye coordination and visual perception 
• Reduced vigilance 

• Slower reaction times 
• Reduced memory. 

Chronic fatigue 
Long-term effects of fatigue include: 
• Coronary disease 
• Diabetes 
• High blood pressure 

• Gastrointestinal disorders 
• Lower fertility 
• Anxiety 
• Depression. 
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1.3 Identifying fatigue as a hazard 

Managers must be able to identify when worker fatigue may be a hazard. This may be 
through:  

• Observing work practices and systems of work  

• Talking to managers, supervisors, workers and their health and safety 
representatives (HSRs) about the impact of workloads and work schedules. This 
should include work-related travel and work completed outside of normal hours (for 
example, when people take work home) 

• Examining personnel records to determine working hours, especially if excessive 
hours have been worked or hours have been worked at unusual times 

• Discussing personal health or family issues with workers when appropriate 

• Reviewing records of past occurrences, in particular, accidents workers have had 
travelling home or on work-related journeys 

• Obtaining information on fatigue from research, guidance material and data 
published by regulators, industry associations and unions. 

Managers must identify safety-critical tasks that require a high level of concentration, 
alertness or coordination, in which a mistake or error of judgement could cause serious 
consequences. Examples include (but are not limited to): 

• Driving a vehicle 

• Operating plant 

• Working at heights, near traffic, near moving plant, in confined spaces 

• Electrical work 

• Working with flammable substances or explosives. 

The three steps used to identify fatigue are: 

1. Understanding work and non-work factors that contribute to fatigue 

2. Recognising physical and behavioural signs 

3. Applying hazard identification processes. 
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The following table provides information about how to identify fatigue hazards:  
Flag Indicator 

Causes of fatigue: 
 

 Inadequate sleep or lack of quality sleep 
 Extended mental or physical effort 
 Environmental stresses, eg light, heat, noise 
 Medications that cause drowsiness 
 Sleep disorders, such as sleep apnoea 
 Poor dietary habits 
 Shift work – especially night shift 
 Long-distance travel  
 Family, social, study and sporting commitments 
 Personal problems such as financial worries. 

Signs of fatigue:  Inability to concentrate and reduced alertness 
 Slower response and reaction times 
 Impaired judgement and decision-making ability 
 Extreme tiredness or drowsiness 
 Sore, red or watering eyes 
 Wandering or disconnected thoughts 
 Excessive yawning 
 Feeling irritable or restless 
 Micro sleeps. 

Methods of 
identifying fatigue: 

 Observing for the signs of fatigue, such as levels of alertness, 
reaction times, excessive yawning 
 Inspecting workplace rosters to identify shift arrangements that 

could potentially cause fatigue (see below) 
 Consulting with workers to find out if they feel fatigued. A good 

time to do this is at pre-start sessions or toolbox talks 
 Being aware of occurrences and their timing (was it near the end 

of a shift?) 
 Being aware that while fatigue-related occurrences are more likely 

between 0200 and 0600 hours, workers can be affected by fatigue 
at any time of the day. 

Common workplace 
situations that may 
contribute to fatigue, 
if not properly 
managed: 

 Shift work – especially night shift. Night shift workers try to sleep 
during the day when they would normally be awake; potentially 
disrupting the body’s internal clock 
 Long duration shifts, which may result in a lack of concentration 

and reduced alertness 
 Insufficient breaks within and between shifts, reducing the time for 

rest and recuperation 
 High intensity work, which may place excessive physical and 

mental burdens on workers. 

Managers may seek further advice to identify fatigue-related hazards from WHS 
Partners, as and where necessary. 
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2 Risk assessment 
Generally, people have varying responses to the causes of fatigue which can make 
assessing the risks of fatigue difficult. However, several factors are similar in most 
people. In the workplace, fatigue is usually related to: 
• Total number of hours worked and length of shifts 

• Length of the break between shifts 
• Number of breaks within a shift 
• Number of days free from work 
• Number of night shifts worked – especially consecutive night shifts 

• Number of times on call. 

These factors provide a guide to assessing the risks of fatigue in situations where work 
patterns, such as shift work, extended hours, or on-call arrangements, are involved. 
The guide is based on a seven-day work cycle, but can be extended. Managers should 
use the Fatigue risk assessment guide in Appendix A to assist in determining fatigue 
risk factors. 

The key to assessing the risks of fatigue is to remember that fatigue is cumulative. 
Isolated occurrences of a high-risk factor will not usually create a high risk of fatigue. 
For a situation to be assessed as high risk, a number of high-risk factors will be 
present, or the work pattern will be ongoing. 

For further information, see Safe Work Australia’s Guide for managing the risk of 
fatigue at work. 

3 Risk control measures  
Once fatigue-related risks are identified they must be managed – eliminating the risks 
so far as is reasonably practicable then minimising the risks through appropriate control 
measures. 

Control measures are selected from the highest level in the hierarchy of controls in 
accordance with the procedure WHS risk management. Managers should get advice 
from their WHS Partner if required. Managers must then ensure that appropriate 
control measures are put in place and implemented.  

The following table outlines potential control measures that managers should consider 
in managing the risk of worker fatigue. Elimination controls must always be the 
preferred option, so far as is reasonably practicable. If elimination is not possible, a 
combination of controls from higher in the hierarchy is preferred. Controls consisting 
only of options from the administrative level and below are not suitable (see the 
following table). 
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Type of control Potential controls 

 
 Flying instead of driving 
 Driving longer distances during office hours only 
 Travelling to remote sites the day before 
 Minimising night shift work. 

 
 Schedule low-risk work during high-fatigue periods for 

example, ends of shifts and between 0200 and 0600 hours 
 Schedule complex tasks to be performed during the day 
 Restrict shift work to essential tasks and projects 
 Avoid scheduling tasks that require sustained vigilance and 

concentration during high-fatigue periods or night shifts 
 Rotate workers through different tasks to prevent mental 

fatigue 
 Limit the duration of shifts and eliminate or reduce the need to 

work overtime or be on call 
 Ensure that breaks between shifts allow sufficient time for rest 

and recovery, and commuting between work and home. 

 
If the work environment is too hot: 
 Provide localised air conditioning 
 Provide anti-glare windows 
 Locate workstations away from radiated heat  
 Insulate hot surfaces of pipes to reduce the amount of heat 

generated 
 Provide shelters in hot working conditions. 

 
Note: Environmental 

factors contribute to the 
onset of fatigue and 
workers can become 
fatigued if their work 
environment induces 

sleepiness. 

 Ensure adequate lighting. Dim lighting strains the eyes and 
can induce sleepiness; Appropriate lighting can improve 
alertness 
 Provide adequate ventilation, heating and air conditioning to 

prevent temperature extremes in the work environment  
 Provide facilities for breaks 
 For workers who stand for extended periods throughout the 

work day, provide anti-fatigue matting, which aims to reduce 
fatigue in the legs, feet and lower back. 
Specialised nitrile rubber matting provides a spark resistant 
and non-flammable surface, which is suitable for work such as 
bench-based welding. 

 
(Continued on next page) 
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Type of control Potential controls 

 

 Provide adequate supervision during shift work – especially 
when high-risk work is undertaken 
 Provide assistance for workers, when it becomes apparent 

that long working hours will arise in order to meet deadlines 
 Develop contingency plans in case workers become fatigued – 

especially if they are operate heavy machinery or plant. This 
might include rotating workers through tasks, so that fatigued  
operators are relieved regularly 
 Implement effective human resources policy and procedures 

(keeping in mind workers’ overtime and rostering etc) 
 Encourage workers to report any concerns they have about 

fatigue 
 Managers are trained to monitor fatigue levels in their teams 
 Consider measures to manage the risk of workers driving 

home after long working hours or night shifts 
 Consider alternatives to face-to-face meetings, such as 

teleconferencing 
 Arrange for field staff working long hours on projects to stay 

overnight to avoid driving when fatigued (eg scientists or 
geologists carrying out research may drive long distances to 
get home after their last day of work in a remote area) 
 Review the need for subcontractors or labour-hire staff to work 

similar shifts and shift cycles to the permanent workforce 
 Develop procedures for dealing with fatigued workers 
 Allow trial and evaluation periods for new working 

arrangements before committing to them 
 Enforce controls and procedures when hazardous work is 

carried out during high fatigue periods 
 Develop and implement rosters that reduce the risk of sleep 

deprivation and fatigue: 
− Rosters should be predictable, limit the number of night 

shifts, and provide adequate breaks between shifts 
− Managers should use forward shift rotation 
 Check that workers’ secondary employment does not affect 

their ability to get adequate rest and restorative sleep 
 Provide new workers, and those returning from leave, with 

time to acclimatise to shift arrangements. 
 Provide instruction to workers on the effects of fatigue and the 

ways in which fatigue can be minimised 
 Provide information to workers on how they can manage both 

work and non-work related fatigue. Refer to tips in Appendix B 
for helping shift workers reduce fatigue. 

 

 Ensure that any PPE provided to address environmental 
conditions complies with the PPE procedure. 
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3.1 Health monitoring 

Workers who are identified as being at risk from fatigue, for example shift workers, 
must have access to adequate health surveillance. 

Such surveillance should monitor: 

• the environmental conditions that may contribute to fatigue, such as temperature 
and humidity 

• workers’ physical responses to those conditions. 

3.2 Reviewing control measures 

Managers and other duty holders must review and, as necessary, revise control 
measures: 

• When a control measure does not effectively control risks  

• Before a change at a workplace, which could give rise to a new or different health 
and safety risk that the control measure is unable to effectively control 

• If a new hazard or risk is identified 

• If the results of consultation indicate that a review is necessary 

• If a health and safety representative requests a review. 
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Roles and responsibilities 
 
Role Responsibilities 
Roads and 
Maritime (through 
its managers from 
the executive to the 
front line) must: 

 Comply with the legislation and ensure that systems are in place to manage 
workers’ exposure to fatigue 

 Ensure that WHS responsibilities are appropriately defined and that appropriate 
resources (including financial and time) to ensure effective fatigue-related hazard 
and risk management for RMS workers. 

Managers must: Ensure that: 
 Fatigue risks are identified, assessed and controlled 
 Workers are consulted for determining effective controls 
 Workers receive the training and resources they need to carry out their WHS 

responsibilities competently. 

Workers must:   Ensure that they come to work in a fit and healthy state 
 Inform their manager or supervisor if they are fatigued 
 Take appropriate rest breaks to reduce exposure to fatigue 
 Comply with all instructions provided, including this procedure. 

Industry 
partners must: 

 Ensure that systems are in place to eliminate or minimise workers’ exposure to 
fatigue 

 Comply with this procedure 
 Ensure that workers are provided with adequate rest breaks. 

Definitions 
 
Term Definition 
Extended hours Extensions of the standard working week, as a result of overtime, on-call 

arrangements, or secondary employment. 

Fatigue Mental or physical exhaustion that prevents a person from functioning normally. In the 
work environment this can mean a person is also unable to function safely. It has many 
causes, but is usually related to inadequate restorative sleep. 

Restorative 
sleep 

The process by which the body overcomes fatigue. It involves cycles of deep sleep that 
allow a person to recuperate and wake up refreshed. 

Manager A person responsible for planning and directing the work of a worker or group of 
workers, monitoring their work, and taking corrective action. 

Occurrence A series of events and conditions that resulted in, or has the potential to result in, a 
non-trivial amount of injury or damage. An occurrence that could have resulted in 
damage or injury but did not is generally referred to as a near-miss. 

Shift work  Work performed outside 0600 and 1800 hours, Monday to Friday. 

Sleep cycles  Are determined by the body’s natural biological rhythms (also known as circadian 
rhythms or the ‘body clock’) which are repeated every 24 hours. As well as regulating 
sleep cycles, biological rhythms also regulate body temperature, digestion and 
hormone levels. 

Sleep inertia  The feeling of grogginess that occurs after waking. It can last between 1 minute and 4 
hours, but typically lasts 15 to 30 minutes. It may temporarily reduce the ability to safely 
perform some tasks, such as driving. 

Worker Any person who carries out work in any capacity at a Roads and Maritime workplace –  
Roads and Maritime employees (including labour hire, apprentices and trainees); 
professional services contractors and consultants; contractors, subcontractors and their 
employees; outworkers; students gaining work experience; and volunteers. 
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Appendices 
A Fatigue risk assessment guide 

Instructions 
1. Tick each box that applies. 

2. Tally the ticks in each column and record it against “Column ticks”. 

3. Record the column points by multiplying the ticks as indicated. 

4. Record the Total points by adding the three column point totals. 

5. Record the risk as low, medium or high, as shown in the key 
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B Tips for helping shift workers reduce fatigue 
Shift work can interfere with the body’s biological rhythms. It affects the body’s 
functions, such as sleeping and eating. Disruption to biological rhythms contributes to 
fatigue and can be potentially hazardous in the workplace. But there are ways for shift 
workers to reduce the impact of shift work, so that normal function is maintained and 
fatigue minimised. 

Tips for better sleeping 
These tips can help promote an environment that improves the quality and quantity of 
restorative sleep, which significantly reduces fatigue: 
• Determine the best time to go to sleep. For some people this may be when they 

get home from being on shift or perhaps some time later 
• Practise a pre-sleep ritual, such as having a bath or shower, drinking warm milk, 

listening to relaxing music or doing a non-stimulating activity 

• Use an air-conditioner or fan to lower the body’s core temperature. The air-
conditioner or fan will also provide ‘white noise’, which masks other daytime noises 
that can disturb sleep 

• Minimise interruptions to sleep by advising family, friends and neighbours of sleep 
times. Ask family members to reschedule activities, like vacuuming and mowing 
the lawn 

• Reduce interruptions from noise by: 
− Muting your phone 
− Asking family members to take off their shoes inside the house 
− Putting sound absorbing carpet outside the bedroom 
− Asking children to play away from the bedroom 
− Using ear plugs and blackout curtains. 

Tips for eating and drinking 
These tips can help manage the impact that disrupted biological rhythms have on the 
digestive system and vice versa. Digestion slows down at night time and becomes 
active during the day when shift workers may be trying to sleep. Managing the timing of 
meals and foods consumed can reduce digestive problems that shift workers may 
experience, as a result of disrupted biological rhythms. 
• Keep meal times as close as possible to when meals would usually occur 
• Eat easily digestible food between midnight and 8AM, such as cereals and fruit 

• Avoid a heavy meal before sleeping during the day, as it can increase body 
temperature and affect the ability to obtain restorative sleep 

• Avoid caffeinated drinks and foods, such as coffee, tea, cola and chocolate for at 
least four hours before sleep. Caffeine can improve alertness during the day but if 
consumed before sleep, it can reduce the ability to obtain restorative sleep 

• Avoid using alcohol to get to sleep. Alcohol affects sleep quality. It can also 
interrupt sleep, by causing the bladder to fill quickly, increasing the need to go to 
the toilet. 
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Tips for maintaining health and wellbeing 

Maintaining good health and wellbeing can assist in managing the demands of shift 
work and reduce fatigue. Although it can be difficult for shift workers to organise time 
for exercise and involvement in family and social activities, there are ways to ensure 
that health and wellbeing are not neglected: 

• Exercise regularly to improve the quality of sleep. This does not require 
participating in group sports or going to a gym. It can be as simple as walking for 
30 minutes, 3 to 4 times per week. If you have a pre-existing medical condition, get 
medical advice before starting an exercise program 

• Talk to family and friends about shift work schedules so that family and social 
commitments can be organised around the shift work. This will help maintain family 
and social connections and reduce feelings of being excluded and isolated 

• Use time off work to rest, recover, participate in family activities, maintain social 
connections, and engage in personal interests 

• Seek medical attention for medical disorders that may affect ability to obtain 
restorative sleep. These may include diabetes, depression, sleep apnoea and 
insomnia 

• Use sleep medication only as a last resort and only under medical supervision. 
Though medication may be useful in some situations, drug-induced sleep is often 
not as restorative, and the medication may be addictive in the long term 

• Avoid smoking immediately before sleeping, as nicotine is a stimulant that 
prevents sleep. 

Tips for safe commuting 

Fatigue slows reaction times and affects a person’s scanning ability and information 
processing skills. This means that commuting, especially at the end of a night shift or a 
long shift, will require precautions such as: 

• Avoiding driving when tired. Consider public transport as an alternative 

• Try not to drive during the hours when sleep normally occurs – especially midnight 
to 0600 hours 

• Avoid using the car heater, as it can cause drowsiness. Instead open the window 
to direct fresh air into the vehicle. Keep your mind active by listening to the radio 
while driving 

• Plan the work, do not drive for over two hours without a break 

• Share driving with other people 

• Take a 15 to 20-minute nap before driving. However, a longer nap may contribute 
to sleep inertia, making it less safe to drive. 

Adapting to shift work 

Adapting to shift work is easy for some people, while others experience problems. The 
strategies outlined above will assist in minimising fatigue and also the impact of shift 
work on family and social life and overall health and wellbeing. 
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