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Context 

1 The Office of Parliamentary Counsel achieves its objectives primarily through the 

application of the knowledge and expertise of workers, who produce printed and electronic 

documents, and deliver training programs.  

2 Work frequently involves high concentration and focus for extended periods of time. 

There is a high level of flexibility over the way work is undertaken, and for natural breaks in 

work. However, due to the expectations of clients such as Members of Parliament, at times 

work must be reactive, be completed to very short deadlines and under high pressure. At 

times, long hours are required for some workers, including extended evening or weekend 

work. 

3 Other factors can contribute to fatigue risk, including lack of in-person contact and 

reduced natural breaks when working from home (or in office when most other people are 

working from home); increased computer and video call use; frequent or significant changes 

at work; and stressful external events (like pandemic, natural disasters or personal/family 

emergencies). 
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Risks 

4 In a work context, fatigue is a state of mental and/or physical exhaustion which 

reduces a person’s ability to perform work tasks safely and effectively. Fatigue is more than 

feeling tired or drowsy. It can occur because of prolonged mental or physical activity, sleep 

loss and/or disruption of the internal body clock. Fatigue can be caused by factors which may 

be work related, non-work related or a combination of both and can accumulate over time.  

5 Fatigue poses risks to the health and safety of workers. Fatigue reduces alertness 

which may lead to errors in work and an increase in accidents, and reduces emotional control, 

which may lead to increase in incidents of disrespect and discourtesy, impacting the safety 

and well-being of colleagues. Longer term health effects of fatigue can include heart disease, 

diabetes, high blood pressure, gastrointestinal disorders, lower fertility, anxiety and 

depression. 

6 This document provides the Office of Parliamentary Counsel’s safe system of work to 

address the risk of fatigue in our operational context.  

Your obligations  

7 While at work, you must take reasonable care for your own health and safety; take 

reasonable care that your acts or omissions do not adversely affect the health and safety of 

others; comply, so far as you are reasonably able, with any reasonable instruction that you are 

given in relation to protecting health and safety at work; and co-operate with any reasonable 

policy or procedure relating to health or safety at the workplace that has been notified to you. 

8 You can fulfil your obligations by: 

(a) maintaining your awareness of this safe system of work; 

(b) maintaining awareness of your own fatigue levels, and take action if signs of fatigue are 

present; 

(c) ensuring that you take regular breaks; 

(d) minimise periods of working excessive hours; and 

(e) considering and managing the impact of individual and lifestyle factors. 

 

Maintain awareness of your own fatigue levels, and take action if signs 
of fatigue are present 

9 The following signs or symptoms may indicate you are fatigued:  

(a) Physical: feeling drowsy, excessive yawning or falling asleep at work; 

reduced hand-eye coordination or slow reflexes, blurred vision or impaired 

visual perception, headaches or dizziness; 

(b) Cognitive: short term memory problems and difficulty concentrating, lapses in 

attention and errors, lack of situational awareness and risk-taking behaviour, 

impaired decision-making and judgment; 

(c) Emotional: reduced energy and motivation, withdrawal from social contact, 

reduced capacity to engage in effective interpersonal communication, 
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including increased irritability or decreased tolerance, mood disturbances or 

emotional outbursts.  

10 When you are fatigued, speak to your supervisor and negotiate a break, for example a 

reduced workload, some time off to sleep and recover - either immediately or immediately 

following completion of an urgent project (see OPC No. 7.2 Working Flexibly). 

Ensure that you take regular breaks 

11 Take adequate and regular breaks when you are working, particularly when you are 

very busy, in order to rest, eat and rehydrate. You must take a break of at least 30 minutes 

after working continuously for a five hour period. 

12 Schedule and take annual leave regularly. Take a break of sufficient length so that 

your work is not simply put on hold while you are away, and you need to work twice as hard 

before you go and on your return.  

13 If you have accrued significant levels of annual leave, please respond positively to a 

request from your supervisor to take some leave. 

Minimise periods of working excessive hours 

14 The Safe Work Australia Guide for Managing the Risk of Fatigue at Work (2013) 

indicates that the following working patterns are medium to high risk: 

(a) More than 9 hours a day; 

(b) More than an average of 48 hours per week; 

(c) More than an average of 624 hours over a three month period. 

15 Do not consistently work long hours unless it is unavoidable. If it is unavoidable, 

make an arrangement with your supervisor regarding an agreed period at which you will 

return to working normal hours (eg, the end of an urgent project) and take some additional 

time off to recover before returning to a normal working pattern.  

16 Please keep a record of the hours you work, to enable you to monitor your work 

patterns and address any fatigue risks. 

Consider and manage the impact of individual and lifestyle factors 

17 Assess your own fitness for work before commencing work. Understand your sleep, 

rest and recovery needs and prioritise obtaining adequate rest and sleep away from work. 

18 The Safe Work Australia Guide for Managing the Risk of Fatigue at Work (2013) 

indicates that the following individual and lifestyle factors increase the risk of fatigue: 

(a) Insufficient sleep. If you are not getting on average at least 6 hours sleep each 

night, take action to address the cause.  

(b) Insufficient time for family commitments. 
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(c) Additional work commitments (for example, a second job, or study 

commitments). 

19 Where relevant, modify your family, work and study commitments, diet, exercise 

levels, alcohol intake or drug use, or social activities if these are contributing to fatigue at 

work. See a medical practitioner if you are having trouble sleeping, or suspect you may have 

sleep apnoea. 

20 Additional information for drafters is available in drafting notes 5.60, 5.61, 5.63 and 

5.65.  

Review 

21 These guidelines will be reviewed at least every 3 years. 
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Our obligations to you 

23 The Work Health and Safety Act 2011 requires that OPC provides you with a safe 

workplace.  

24 We fulfil our obligations to you by: 

a) Identifying fatigue risks and treatments in the WHS Risk Register and Treatment Plan; 

b) Managing working hours and requiring workers to take breaks; 

c) Managing work allocation; 

d) Requiring supervisors to monitor working hours, leave and signs of fatigue; 

e) Managing staffing levels, including providing for acting arrangements; 

f) Supporting efficient practices; 

g) Providing a comfortable working environment; 

h) Monitoring and reporting hazards; 

i) Consulting with workers. 

 

WHS Risk Register and Treatment Plan 

25 Consistent with OPC 7.16 WHS Risk Management, OPC maintains and regularly 

reviews a WHS risk register and treatment plan1. The risk associated with fatigue is identified 

in that register, as well as risk mitigation treatments to prevent injury or illness. 

Managing working hours and requiring workers to take breaks 

26 For APS 1-6 employees, OPC provides a standard working week of 37.5 hours to be 

worked during the band-width of 7 am to 7 pm, and additional oversight is required for work 

before 8 am and after 6 pm. Standard hours may be averaged over successive 6  month 

periods beginning 1 January and 1 July.  

27 A supervisor may request or require the employee to work reasonable additional 

hours. APS 1-6 employees have access to flex-time to assist in managing personal and family 

commitments. These employees are entitled to overtime payments where work is outside the 

normal bandwidth, on a public holiday, or in excess of 10 hours in a single day. More 

information is available in OPC 7.2 Working Flexibly in OPC Part 4 Flex-time. 

28 Similarly, for Assistant Parliamentary Counsel, Executive Level and Senior Executive 

Service employees, OPC provides a standard working week of 37.5 hours to be worked 

during the band-width of 7 am to 7 pm. Standard hours may be averaged over successive 6  

month periods beginning 1 January and 1 July.  

29 A supervisor may request or require the employee to work reasonable additional 

hours. These workers have access to flexible working to assist in managing personal and 

family commitments, which includes approved absences for substantial additional time 

worked. EL1 and EL2 workers may have access to overtime payments in exceptional 

circumstances. More information is available in OPC 7.2 Working Flexibly in OPC Part 3 

Flexible working hours, particularly regarding using flexible working to recover from 

excessive work demands. 

                                                      
1 (S20TP183.V04.DOCX Work Health Safety Risk Register and Treatment Plan) 

opc://S20TP183.V04/
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30 All employees are required to take a break of at least 30 minutes after working 

continuously for a five hour period. Workplace break software is provided to assist in self-

monitoring continuous working and remind workers to take breaks. 

31 All employees may be directed to take leave if their annual leave credits are more 

than 10 weeks. 

Work allocation 

32 OPC requires and encourages ‘cross-skilling’ in all work groups, to limit situations 

where the knowledge or skill of one person is indispensable. This enables effective 

management of work allocation to enable workers to take planned leave and allows 

workloads to be shared when a person is on unplanned leave. It mitigates the risk that the 

person is unable to take the leave they need. 

33 Future leave plans are taken into account when work is allocated, particularly in 

drafting and publications work groups, to ensure that work is not simply put on hold while 

the worker is away, and they need to work twice as hard before they go and on their return. In 

Corporate Services, some deadlines are able to be negotiated. 

34 Each work group manages the allocation of work to take into account the capacity of 

workers. For drafters a capacity tracker is used and the intensity of recent projects is 

considered when allocating new work. In publications, regular reports of work allocation are 

monitored. In corporate services, workloads are monitored and adjusted within teams.  

Monitoring by supervisors 

35 OPC requires supervisors to provide the information, induction, instruction, and 

supervision necessary to enable workers to perform their work in a manner that is safe and 

without risk to their health; and apply appropriate control measures to the hazards associated 

with the work they supervise2. 

36 This includes ensuring workers have, and take, adequate and regular breaks to rest, eat 

and rehydrate; monitoring workloads and taking action where demands or working hours are 

excessive. 

37 It also includes monitoring personal/carer’s and annual leave balances (and flex-time 

balances, where relevant), being alert to patterns that may indicate a worker is at risk of 

fatigue, and ensuring that regular and adequate planned leave is taken. 

Staffing Levels 

38 OPC manages staffing levels carefully within the constraints of the budget, the SES 

Cap and the Average Staffing Level (ASL) Cap. In Corporate Services, vacant positions are 

filled as soon as is reasonably practicable. In Publications and drafting, regular recruitment 

ensures that there is a consistent pipeline of workers being trained to take up more skilled 

roles as they become vacant.  

39 In all workgroups, senior or critical positions are backfilled using acting arrangements 

where possible to cover extended absences and critical work during short absences, or while 

                                                      
2 OPC 7.7 Work Health Safety Framework (24) 
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selection processes are underway. This mitigates the risk that work will build up while the 

occupant is absent, or inappropriately falls to peers.  

40 Acting arrangements also enable skills development, supporting cross-skilling.  

41 OPC maintains a network of alumni who are called on to take temporary positions to 

deal with periods of peak demand. 

Efficient work practices 

42 OPC has invested heavily in developing and maintaining bespoke software to create 

efficiencies in routine work, to minimise the time it takes.  

43 Similarly, travel time is reduced by access to audio and video conferencing, and by 

supporting flexible work practices. 

Working environment 

44 OPC monitors and maintains the building internal environment to provide optimal 

temperature, air circulation, and lighting to prevent fatigue, as well as providing comfortable 

ergonomic furniture and equipment, kitchens and break out areas and facilities for the welfare 

of workers. 

45 The workplace is safe and has effective security measures in place. 

46 OPC provides a workplace well-being program which focusses on the range of 

healthy lifestyle factors that prevent fatigue, including diet, physical activity, sleep and stress 

management, and includes an Employee Assistance Program.  

Hazard monitoring and reporting 

47 Workers are encouraged to report hazards (including fatigue) and to discuss their 

workloads and fatigue levels with their supervisors. 

48 Hazards, near misses and injuries must be reported to supervisors and People Services 

team for appropriate action. Trend data is analysed and reported to SMT and the WCC 

quarterly. 

Consulting with workers 

49 Workplace consultation with the Health and Safety Representative and WCC occurs 

where decisions are being made that impact the risk of fatigue. 

 

50 For further information please see the links below or email #Personnel 

(a) Work Health and Safety intranet page 

(b) Safe Work Australia - managing the risk of fatigue 

(c) WHS Risk Register. 

mailto:%23personnel@opc.gov.au
http://opc-intranet.opc.local/hr/SitePages/Work-Health-%26-Safety.aspx?web=1
https://www.safeworkaustralia.gov.au/system/files/documents/1702/managing-the-risk-of-fatigue.pdf

