Health and Safety Feature, July 14, 2008
Hearing Loss – Permanent yet Preventable
Excessive noise at work caused nearly four and a half thousand New Zealanders over the past year to lose their hearing – damage that cannot be cured and which could have been avoided.

Hearing loss is permanent damage that can have greatly debilitating psychological, social and economical consequences for a person and those around them”, says National Foundation for the Deaf Executive Manager Marianne Schumacher. 

“In a world made for those that can hear properly, deafness can strongly impact upon all facets life.”
Missing out on important conversation can cause great stress. People tend to avoid situations where they may have trouble hearing, and that can lead to a feeling of isolation and reduced social contact, says Marianne.
Each day ACC sees on average 12 new cases of Noise Induced Hearing Loss, with the largest group being 55 to 70 year olds.

Deafness can bring serious financial and social repercussions. A sufferer may not be able to do their job properly, which affects them financially. They also cannot communicate easily with family and friends and so could lose touch with the world around them, she says.
Overall, ACC spent $54 million (including payments from earlier claims) over the 2006/2007 financial year on workplace noise induced hearing loss claims – an increase of about $10 million on the 2005 / 2006 year. About 4,000 new serious injury claims are made to ACC annually – noise induced hearing loss appears in the top five of all claims.
This exposure to excessive noise is one of the main causes of hearing loss, and many New Zealanders work in noisy environments, says Marianne. 
Although noise induced hearing loss is a gradual and irreversible process, workers who are exposed to excessive on-the-job noise levels can be protected.
Industry is constantly working to lower noise levels by:
· Using quieter machines and better operating methods 

· Maintaining and repairing equipment for quietest operation 

· Installing noise dampers – mufflers, pads, acoustical tiles, carpet, etc. 

· Using sound barriers – walls, shields or a booth between workers and noise sources 

· Increasing distances between workers and noise sources 

· Rescheduling work for shorter exposure or for quieter working hours  

When it’s not possible to reduce noise output, personal protection is essential. It’s important to wear the appropriate hearing protection at all times when you are exposed to loud noise levels. With the distracting noise cut down it’s easier to hear speech and signals so adjustment to the change in sound quality is quick when wearing protectors.

ACC recommends that the top five ways to prevent hearing loss are:

· Control or eliminate the source of the noise if at all possible. Replace noisy equipment with quieter equipment or processes. Box in noisy machinery or process areas so the general workplace is protected, or move it away from workers altogether 

· Think about your sound exposure away from the job too. Don’t also subject yourself to noisy recreational activities without taking steps to protect your hearing
· If you can’t eliminate or isolate the noise you must wear ear plugs or ear muffs, whenever you’re in a noisy environment. And you must wear it all the time – studies have shown that not wearing hearing protection even for short periods can seriously reduce its effectiveness 

· Make sure you’re always wearing the right protective equipment for the right job, and that it’s maintained properly. There is plenty of help out there to ensure all workers have the right hearing protection 

· Get your hearing checked regularly and if the audiologist believes your hearing is being compromised, take action to reduce future damage
Noise levels indicator

	dB
	Sound
	
	Effect on hearing

	140

130
	Shot gun blast

Jet taking off
	
	Sounds above 130 dB may cause pain

Sounds above 115 dB cause instant damage
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	Rock group or trail bike

Pneumatic drill or MP3 player at top volume

Lawn mower

Heavy truck
	
	Brief exposure to sounds over 80 dB may cause temporary hearing loss

Continued exposure to sounds over 80 dB leads to permanent hearing loss
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	Busy street or loud radio

Noisy office

Normal conversation

Quiet office or home

Soft whisper

Average hearing threshold

Acute hearing threshold
	
	Below 80 dB, you can work an 8-hour day without using ear protection


