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FOREWORD 
 
 
The National Occupational Health and Safety Commission (NOHSC) is a tripartite body established by the 
Commonwealth Government to develop, facilitate and implement a national occupational health and safety 
strategy. 
This includes standards development, the development of hazard-specific preventive strategies, research, training, 
information collection and dissemination and the development of common approaches to occupational health and 
safety legislation. 
The National Commission comprises representatives of the peak employee and employer bodies - the Australian 
Council of Trade Unions (ACTU) and the Confederation of Australian Industry (CAI) - as well as the 
Commonwealth, State and Territory governments. 
Consistent with the National Commission's philosophy of consultation, tripartite standing committees have been 
established to deal with issues relating to standards development and research.  Expert groups may be established 
to provide advice to the standing committees on those issues with which the National Commission is concerned. 



 

 iv

 



 

 v

 
Page 

 
FORWARD iii 
 
PREFACE vii 
 
GLOSSARY OF TERMS ix 
 
NATIONAL CODE OF PRACTICE FOR SAFE HANDLING 
OF TIMBER PRESERVATIVES AND TREATED TIMBER 1 
 
GUIDANCE NOTE FOR THE SAFE HANDLING OF TIMBER 
PRESERVATIVES AND TREATED TIMBER 13 
 
APPENDIXES 45 
 
REFERENCED DOCUMENTS 50 
 
FURTHER READING 52 



 

 vi



 

 vii

PREFACE 
 
In February 1987 the Draft Code of Practice and Guidance Note on Safe Handling of Timber Preservatives  and 
Treated Timber were released for public comment by the National Occupational Health and Safety Commission in 
accordance with s.38(4) of the National Occupational Health and Safety Commission Act 1985 (Cwlth). 
 
The following documents contained in this publication, were prepared by the Timber Preservatives Working Party 
after consideration of the submissions received by the National Commission during the public comment period: 
• National Code of Practice for the Safe Handling of Timber Preservatives and Treated Timber; and 
• Guidance Note for the Safe Handling of Timber Preservatives and Treated Timber. 
 
A code of practice declared by the National Commission pursuant to Part VI of the National Occupational Health 
and Safety Commission Act is a document prepared for the purpose of advising employers and workers of an 
acceptable preventive action for averting occupational deaths, injuries and diseases in relation to specific 
workplace hazards. 
 
The expectation of the Commonwealth Government and the National Commission is that national codes of practice 
will be suitable for adoption by Commonwealth, State and Territory Governments.  Such action will increase 
uniformity in the regulation of occupational health and safety throughout Australia and contribute to the enhanced 
efficiency of the Australian economy. 
 
The expectation of the National Commission is that guidance notes will provide detailed information for use by 
unions, employers, management, health and safety committee representatives, safety officers, medical practitioners 
and others requiring guidance. 
 
It should be noted that national codes of practice and guidance notes declared by the National Commission are 
instruments of an advisory character, except where a law, other than the National Occupational Health and Safety 
Commission Act, or an instrument made under such a law, makes them mandatory.  The application of any 
National Commission document in any particular State or Territory is the prerogative of that State or Territory. 
 
The National Commission, having considered public comment on the draft document, now declares a final Code of 
Practice on the Safe Handling of Timber Preservatives and Treated Timber pursuant to s.38(1) of the National 
Occupational Health and Safety Commission Act. 
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GLOSSARY OF TERMS 
 
absorption  one of the routes for chemical entry into the body, for example, 
 via the skin or lungs. 
acute  generally refers to a single dose, high-concentration exposure over  short time 

period 
albuminuria  presence of serum albumin in the urine 
alopecia  loss of hair 
anorexia  lack or loss of appetite for food 
anuria  cessation of urine output by kidneys 
aplastic anaemia  anaemia caused by the failure of the bone marrow to produce an adequate 

amount of blood cells 
asphyxia  a morbid condition caused by failure of tissues to receive or utilise oxygen, 

the fault occurring in the respiratory system, blood or tissues 
cancer  a malignant tumour 
carcinogenic  cancer-causing 
chap  roughened or cracked, for example, skin 
chronic chronic repeated or continuous exposure over long time periods 
colitis  inflammation of the colon (which is the large bowel) 
conjunctivitis  inflammation of the membrane lining the eyelids and eyeball 
cutaneous  of the skin 
cutaneous neoplasms  skin tumour which may be benign or malignant 
cyanosis  bluish discoloration of the skin and mucous membrane due to reduced level 

of oxygen in the blood 
dermatitis  inflammation of the skin 
duodenal  refers to the duodenum, which is the first part of the small intestine 
 after the stomach 
dyspnoea  difficult or laboured breathing 
emesis  the act of vomiting 
erythema  congestive or exudative redness of the skin 



 

 x

exfoliation  separation of fragments of dead bone or of skin in scales 
 
exposure standard  an airborne concentration of a particular substance in the worker's  breathing 

zone, exposure to which according to current knowledge should not cause 
adverse health effects nor cause undue discomfort  to nearly all workers 

 
foetotoxic  refers to chemical which is toxic to the foetus 
 
gastritis  inflammation of the stomach 
 
gastroenteritis  inflammation of the stomach and intestines 
 
haematuria  the presence of blood in the urine 
 
hyper-  prefix meaning `increase in some condition' 
 
hypo-  prefix meaning `decrease in some condition' 
 
inflammation  condition of living tissue marked by heat, swelling, redness and  
 usually pain 
 
ingestion  one of the routes for chemical entry into the body via the digestive  system 
 
inhalation  one of the routes for chemical entry into the body via the lungs 
 
jaundice  yellowing of the skin caused by the deposition of bile pigment 
 
keratitis  inflammation of the cornea 
 
LD50  that dose that is lethal for 50 per cent of test animals 
 
leukaemia  malignant disease of the blood-forming organs, characterised by the 

abnormal development of white blood cells in the blood and the bone 
marrow 

 
lymphoma  a general term applied to any neoplastic disorder of the lymphoid tissue 
 
mucous membrane  membrane that lines many of the hollow organs of the body, lubricated by 

mucus 
 
mutagenic  pertaining to a physical or chemical substance which is capable of  producing 

genetic changes in cells 
 
nasal septum  the partition between the nostrils in the nose 
 
neoplasm  any new and abnormal growth of tissue 
 
neuritis  inflammation of the nerves 
 
oedema an abnormal accumulation of fluid in the inter-cellular spaces of the 
 body 
 
oesophageal  pertaining to the canal from the mouth to the stomach 
 
oliguria  diminished urine output 
 
oncogenic  capable of producing tumours 



 

 xi

papular  relates to a solid elevated skin lesion, up to 5 mm in diameter 
 
peripheral neuritis  inflammation of peripheral nerves 
 
pharynx  the musculo-membranous cavity behind the nasal cavity and mouth 
 
photosensitivity  sensitivity to light 
 
rales  abnormal sound of the lungs heard with the aid of a stethoscope 
 
rhinitis  inflammation of the nasal mucous membrane 
 
sarcoma  malignant tumour of the connective tissue 
 
shall  indicates that a requirement is mandatory 
 
should  indicates a recommendation 
 
systemic  affecting the body as a whole 
 
teratogenic  capable of producing foetal abnormalities 
 
tubular necrosis  kidney damage 
 
TWA  time-weighted average 
 
vascular  pertaining to blood vessels 
 
ventricular arrhythmias  any variation from the normal rhythm of the heart beat 
 
vertigo  a disturbed sensation in relation to space 
 
vesicular  relates to a fluid-containing elevated skin lesion, up to 5 mm in diameter 
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1. INTRODUCTION
 
OBJECTIVES 
 
1.1 The objectives of this code of practice are: 
 
. to ensure the health and safety of workers handling timber preservatives and timber treated with 

preservatives; and 
. to provide guidelines for persons working within the timber preservatives industry by specifying safe 

working practices and employer and employee responsibilities. 
1.2 Consultation and co-operation between all relevant parties and the full exchange of information pertaining to 
health and safety are essential to the effective implementation of this code of practice. 
 
1.3 Substitutes are to be environmentally and occupationally safe chemicals, and procedures for using them, by 
less toxic alternatives, should be used wherever realistic and practicable in terms of efficacy and social 
consequences. These substitutes should be thoroughly evaluated for potential hazard before introduction into the 
industry. 
 
SCOPE 
 
1.4  Timber preservatives and timber treated with them may be encountered in various occupations, for example, 
power and telecommunication linesmen and associated classifications, workers in the timber preserving industry, 
building workers, agricultural workers, municipal workers, gardeners, pest control workers, storemen, drivers, 
railway and fettler workers and treatment plant operators.   Some timber preservatives and treated timber are also 
freely available to the general public. 
 
1.5 This code of practice covers timber preservatives used in Australia. Those in current use can be grouped as 
follows: 
 
. water-borne preservatives, for example, copper chrome arsenic, boron compounds and sodium fluoride; 
. oil-type or oil-borne preservatives, for example, creosote; and 
. light organic solvent preservatives, for example, solutions containing pentachlorophenol, copper naphthenate 

and tributyltin oxide. 
 
1.6 This code of practice does not cover working practices applicable to the manufacture of timber preservatives.  
Inclusion of any timber preservative in the code of practice does not necessarily indicate any recommendation for 
its use. 
 
GUIDANCE NOTE 
 
1.7 The guidance note gives detailed information on: 
. the characteristics and uses of individual timber preservatives; 
. first aid procedures; 
. health hazards of preservative chemicals; and 
. medical monitoring for the guidance of medical practitioners. 
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2.  EMPLOYER RESPONSIBILITIES 
 
GENERAL 
 
2.1  Employers have a responsibility to provide and maintain, so far as is reasonably practicable, safe and 
healthy working environments and work practices in which the risks to health arising from working with timber 
preservatives and treated timber are minimised.  In addition to complying with legal requirements, measures for 
achieving these objectives may include: 
 
. setting out in writing, in readily understood language, their policy and arrangements to reduce to a 

minimum the health hazards of timber preservatives, and to bring this to the notice of employees; 
 
. giving necessary instructions and training before commencing work, and at regular intervals thereafter; 
 
. providing adequate supervision of work, of work practices and of the application of health and  safety 

measures to protect workers from health hazards of timber preservatives; 
 
. providing adequate personal protective clothing and equipment, which are necessary when exposure to 

timber preservatives cannot be otherwise prevented or controlled; 
 
. ensuring that adequate first aid facilities are available at the workplace for emergency treatment;  and 
 
. notifying local medical treatment centres of the nature of the preservatives used in the plant, providing a 

copy of this code of practice and arranging, through these centres, medical monitoring where required. 
 
HAZARD CONTROL 
 
2.2  Health hazards should be minimised primarily by reducing and controlling hazards at their source.  These 
measures may include, but are not confined to: 
 
. substitution of toxic materials by the least toxic alternatives; 
 
. engineering controls, such as containment of processes involving timber treatment; 
 
. selection of treatment processes that minimise and ultimately eliminate the exposure of workers handling 

treated products; 
 
. provision of adequate and approved drainage to remove excess preservatives; 
 
. use of mechanical ventilation to remove vapours and dusts at their sources; and 
 
. ensuring that contaminated protective clothing is not re-used and is laundered at an appropriate facility. 
 
PERSONAL PROTECTION 
 
2.3 Respiratory protective equipment should be made available where atmospheric concentrations of any chemical 
exceed, or are likely to exceed, 50 per cent of the exposure standards.   All protective clothing and equipment 
should conform to relevant Australian Standards.  Training should be provided in the use and maintenance of such 
equipment, which should only be used where there is no other practical method, or as a short-term solution. 
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COMPLIANCE WITH LEGISLATION 
 
2.4  The employer is required to be aware of any relevant Commonwealth, State or Territory legislation relating 
to occupational health and safety, pesticides, poisons, regulations of pressure vessels, environmental protection, 
and transportation of dangerous goods.  Relevant legislation should be made available to employees and their 
representatives and to health and safety committees. 
 
 
BRANDING AND PROVISION OF INFORMATION 
 
2.5 Compliance with legislation, where applicable, is required.  Where no such legislation exists, Australian 
Standards AS 1604 and AS 1608 should be complied with in respect to branding of commercially treated timber1,2. 
 
2.6 Suppliers of preservatives should prepare material safety data sheets on their products in conformity with 
the standard content and format developed by the National Occupational Health and Safety Commission3.  These 
shall be made available routinely to all purchasers.   Purchasers shall, in turn, make these accessible to those 
handling the preservatives.   Employers should compile a register of products used on their premises and give 
access to this register to all employees and their representatives. 
 
2.7 Suppliers of treated timber should also prepare information sheets on their products, and make these 
available to users and employees on request. Employers using treated timber should compile a register of the 
classes of treated products used on their premises or in their operations, and give all employees and their 
representatives access to this register. 
 
 
TRAINING AND RETRAINING 
 
2.8 It is important for management to focus on aspects related to safety for the sake of both new employees and 
other staff.  New employees should receive appropriate training in occupational safety and health as part of their 
usual induction training. 
 
2.9 Health and safety induction and retraining should: 
. specify the objectives of training, including first aid, and the level of proficiency expected; 
. outline occupational safety and health policy; 
. highlight potential hazards existing in the workplace; 
. make new employees aware of the appropriate handling and emergency procedures for various chemicals 

used; 
. emphasise facilities such as the location of safety showers and first aid stations; 
. stress safety aspects such as care and use of protective equipment, and the nature of the chemicals 

involved; and 
. provide instruction on provisions contained within Commonwealth, State and Territory legislation (see also 

paragraph 2.4 above). 
 
2.10 Safe working practices should be reinforced by periodic retraining as appropriate. 
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3.  EMPLOYEE RESPONSIBILITIES 
 
 
3.1  Employees have a responsibility, in the course of performing their work, to: 
. take reasonable care for their own safety and that of other persons who may be affected by their acts or 

omissions; 
. co-operate with their employer to ensure that the provisions of this code of practice are followed; 
. comply with instructions and procedures for their own safety and health and those of others; and 
. report immediately to their supervisor, health and safety representative and/or committee any situation that 

they have reason to believe could present a risk and which they cannot themselves correct 
 
3.2 Employees have a responsibility to: 
 
. comply with the relevant provisions of Commonwealth, State and Territory legislation; 
. be familiar with the information contained on the labels of all preservative chemicals they use; and 
. wear protective equipment, where necessary, and ensure that it is correctly selected and fitted. 
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4.  SAFE HANDLING PROCEDURES 
 
GENERAL PRECAUTIONS 
 
4.1 Skin contact is the most likely route for preservative absorption and, as such, skin contact with treatment 
solutions, including the wet residue on treated timber, should be avoided.  Inhalation of sprays, mists or dusts 
should also be avoided.   While handling preservative chemicals, employees shall not smoke, eat, drink or use toilet 
facilities.   Before engaging in these activities, hands and exposed skin should be washed. 
 
SPECIFIC PRECAUTIONS 
 
Handling Preservatives 
 
4.2 The specific requirements for the safe use of individual chemicals (see guidance note) should be read in 
conjunction with this chapter.  Any instructions contained on the label or material safety data sheet shall be 
followed. 
 
4.3 The gloves used should be impervious to the preservative chemicals being used and conform to Australian 
Standard AS 21614.   Respiratory protective equipment should comply with Australian Standard AS 17165. 
 
Manual Application 
 
4.4 By brushing, deluging or dipping.  Protective clothing with long sleeves, full leg coverage, impervious 
boots and gauntlet gloves is essential. Respiratory equipment shall be worn where exposure standards are exceeded. 
 
4.5 By spraying.   Manual application by spraying is not to be conducted in unventilated areas or confined 
spaces.  In well-ventilated areas the following protective equipment is required: hooded coveralls (treated so as to 
be solvent or water-repellent) fastened at the neck, ankles and wrists; full-length trousers; PVC apron; impervious 
boots; chemical face shield or goggles; gauntlet gloves and respiratory equipment. 
 
Remote Application by Pressure Impregnation, Mechanical Dipping or Spraying 
 
4.6 Precautions when handling water-borne preservatives: 
 
. during normal plant operation, coveralls and impervious boots shall be worn; 
. when mixing liquid concentrates, additional requirements are: fasten coveralls at wrists, ankles and neck; 

PVC apron; gauntlet gloves; face shield or goggles; respiratory protection and head covering as required by 
label instructions for the particular chemical; and 

. when mixing dry chemicals, all of the above plus a particulate respirator (according to Australian Standard 
1716, Class M for toxic dusts and Class H for arsenicals) and chemical goggles if eye protection is not 
incorporated into the respirator5. 

 
4.7 Precautions when handling creosote: 
 
. during normal plant operation, coveralls and impervious boots shall be worn; and 
. during cylinder door opening operation, a respirator with organic vapour cartridge, suitable eye protection 
and gauntlet gloves shall also be worn. 
 
9.1 Precautions when handling other oil-borne preservatives: 
 
. precautions as for creosote. 
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4.9  Precautions when handling light organic solvent preservatives: 
 
. precautions as for creosote. 
 
Handling and Transportation of Treated Timber 
 
4.10  After treatment, preservatives dry at different rates.  Consequently, handling practices will vary according 
to the preservative used and are virtually independent of the application method. 
 
Water-borne Preservatives 
 
4.11 Where treated timber is wet with preservative solution, water-repellent coveralls, head covering, 
impervious boots and PVC gauntlet gloves shall be worn. 
 
4.12 Provided the treated timber is surface dry, there are no additional requirements except that the wearing of 
leather or cotton gloves is recommended. 
 
Creosote 
 
4.13 Within a period of three months from treatment, it is recommended that creosote-treated timber be 
mechanically handled. 
 
4.14 Where close contact is essential immediately following treatment, the following protective clothing is 
required: hooded coveralls, fastened at neck, ankles and wrist; goggles; gauntlet gloves; impervious boots; and a 
respirator with twin cartridge5 combined dust/organic vapour cartridge. 
 
4.15 Where close contact is necessary beyond the three-month holding period, the following protective clothing 
is required: full-length coveralls; impervious boots and gauntlet gloves. 
 
4.16 Exposed skin should be protected from sunlight with an ultraviolet block-out preparation. 
 
Other Oil-borne Preservatives 
 
4.17 Precautions are as for creosote, except that there is no requirement for 4.ultraviolet cream. 
 
Light Organic Solvent Preservatives 
 
4.18 Precautions are as for water-borne preservatives, except that coveralls need not be water repellent. 
 
Working with Treated Timber 
 
Water-borne Preservatives 
 
4.19 Where working with timber treated with water-borne preservatives produces any dust, local exhaust 
ventilation should be provided to remove it at the source.  If such measures are impracticable, employees should be 
provided with dust masks or respirators, as appropriate, and work should be carried out in an area well-separated 
from other employees.  Substantial amounts of dust should be cleaned up and not be left to accumulate. 
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Organic Preservatives 
 
4.20 Sawing timber treated with organic preservatives creates heat at the cutting face and vapour is produced.   
Greater concentrations of vapour are produced with the use of power tools.  Exposure of skin to, and inhalation of, 
both vapour and contaminated timber dust may occur.  Accordingly, local exhaust ventilation should be provided to 
remove the dust and vapours at the source.   If such measures are impracticable, employees should be provided with 
the following protective clothing and equipment: gauntlet gloves and hooded coveralls fastened at wrists, ankles 
and neck.   A respirator may be required where there is poor ventilation.  A Class M (Australian Standard AS 
17165) respirator is recommended, otherwise a cartridge respirator with twin dust/organic vapour cartridges should 
be used.  Substantial amounts of dust should be cleaned up and not be left to accumulate. 
 
PERSONAL HYGIENE 
 
4.21 Before eating, drinking, smoking, or using toilet facilities, persons handling treatment fluids or treated 
timber should thoroughly wash exposed areas, such as hands and face, with soap and water. 
 
4.22 Action should be taken to avoid the inhalation of dust and vapour at all times. 
 
9.1 At the end of the job, the following clean-up procedures should be observed: 
 
. first wash gloves and remove; 
. then remove goggles and wash; 
. then remove other protective clothing; 
. finally remove the respirator; 
. if using a cartridge type respirator, the cartridges should be removed and discarded; 
. if the respirator is disposable, it should be discarded; and 
. if the respirator is re-usable, it should be thoroughly cleaned after use as per the manufacturer's directions. 
 
4.24 Contaminated protective clothing shall not be worn and should be laundered by the employer at an 
appropriate laundry after each day's work.  Contaminated clothing should be placed in an appropriately labelled 
polyethylene bag and should not be laundered with other clothing. 
 
STORAGE 
 
Storage of Chemicals 
 
4.25 Treatment solutions should be stored in containers suitable to prevent escape of vapour and 
spillage/leakage of liquid.  Organic preservatives should be stored in a well-ventilated area.   Storage should be 
well away from foodstuffs, food containers and food preparation and consumption areas.  Separate lockable storage 
shall be provided for chemicals that require restricted access.   Records must be kept of all chemicals entering and 
leaving the store.  Liquid chemicals should be stored within a non-permeable bunded area capable of containing at 
least 120 per cent (as per Australian Standard AS 2843.16) of the total volume of the chemicals stored. 
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4.26 The transfer of concentrates from original to subsequent containers, other than for direct usage, is 
discouraged, but if transfers are made the new containers shall be appropriately labelled.  Containers shall be 
disposed of in accordance with the requirements of the appropriate authorities and relevant legislation. 
 
4.27 The location and design of the store should take into account the risks of fire and explosion.  Local fire 
authorities shall be notified of the presence of all chemicals and solvent carriers in the store.  Chemicals should be 
stored so that decontamination of a spill can be facilitated. 
 
4.28 Emergency clothing, respirators, showers and eyewash fountains shall be available.  Emergency and first 
aid instructions shall be posted in a prominent place, together with the names, addresses and telephone numbers of 
persons to contact.  Wherever practicable, a telephone should be installed. 
 
Storage of Timber Following Treatment 
 
4.29 Freshly treated timber should be stored in well ventilated areas in such a manner as to prevent 
contamination of other materials with the treatment fluid. Such timber shall be stored over an approved drainage 
and collection area for sufficient time to permit drainage and surface drying. 
 
 
DISPOSAL OF TREATED TIMBER 
 
4.30 Treated timber shall be disposed of in accordance with appropriate legislation. It is recommended that 
treated timber to be discarded should be buried in a suitable location, for example, away from underground 
watercourses and rivers.  Burning treated timber is not recommended since various harmful decomposition products 
may be released.  However, if burying is impracticable, timber may be burnt provided it is burnt in an open area or 
a suitable incinerator and the ashes buried.  Any persons tending open-air burning operations should be supplied 
with appropriate protection, including respirator. 
 
4.31 Treated timber should not be burnt in cooking or heating fires or in confined or unventilated spaces. 
 
 
SPILLAGES 
 
4.32 All spillage should be contained and appropriate protective equipment be worn during any cleaning 
operation to minimise exposure. 
 
4.33 Small spillages of treatment solutions on to soil should be covered with at least 25 mm of soil.   Spillages 
elsewhere should be soaked up on to paper, vermiculite, rags, or sawdust (and for copper chrome arsenic, cement or 
lime) and buried.   Final cleaning should be made by absorbing on to dry sand or earth, or in the case of creosote, 
with kerosene or mineral turpentine with subsequent burial of the contaminated material. 
 
4.34 Procedures for handling large-scale spills (for example, larger than 50 litres) should be developed in 
consultation with the manufacturer, the responsible environmental protection authority, waste disposal authority, 
local government authority or emergency services. 
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