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A special support service for former  
sawmill workers exposed to pentachlorophenol (PCP) 

 
Summary of a report to the Ministry of Health  

by Allen and Clarke Policy and Regulatory Specialists Ltd 
 
 

Background 
 
The Ministry of Health (the Ministry) asked Allen and Clarke Policy and Regulatory Specialists 
Limited (Allen & Clarke) to investigate setting up a special support service for former sawmill 
workers who were exposed to pentachlorophenol (PCP). 
 
Following research and analysis, and consultation with former sawmill workers, we have now 
submitted our Final Recommendations Report for the project to the Ministry.  Our report will be 
available at www.allenandclarke.co.nz from 24 June 2010.  Hard copies can be ordered from Allen & 
Clarke by ringing 0800 288 588.  
 
Copies of other reports produced during the project including the Phase 1 Report (August 2009) and 
the Analysis of Submissions and Initial Directions Report (December 2009) can also be obtained from 
our website or by ringing us on 0800 288 588. 

 
 
Summary of Allen & Clarke’s main recommendations 
 
We have recommended that a special support service be established for former sawmill workers 
who were exposed to PCP. 
 
A summary of what we recommended, and what the Ministry has agreed should be provided, is set 
out below. 
 

Who would be eligible to access the proposed service? 
 
People should be eligible for the support service if they: 

 worked in a sawmill where PCP was used; AND 

 worked in jobs that used PCP chemicals or if they came into contact with PCP baths/tanks or 
if they worked with timber that was still wet from the PCP treatment process; AND 

 worked in these jobs for at least one year; AND 

 are eligible to use publicly funded health services in New Zealand (e.g. are New Zealand 
citizens). 

 

http://www.allenandclarke.co.nz/
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The following people would not be able to use a special support service at this time: 

 People who did not come into contact with PCP-wet timber or PCP chemicals;  

 People who lived near a sawmill where PCP was used but who did not come into contact 
with PCP-wet timber; and 

 The family/whānau of former sawmill workers. 
 
This is because our expert advisers could find no strong evidence that these people were exposed to 
harmful amounts of PCP. 
 

What would a special support service include? 
 
A support service would include the following parts: 

 
 
 
 
 
 

THEN, DEPENDING ON YOUR NEEDS: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1. Information for doctors and patients 
Former sawmill workers advised us that one of their key needs is to have more information about 
the health risks that may be associated with exposure to PCP, services they can access, and other 
general information about exposure to PCP.  Doctors of former sawmill workers also require more 
information about PCP and health risks so that they can provide better support.  The support service 
will provide information to former sawmill workers and their doctors through a range of 
mechanisms including via pamphlets, websites and a dioxin support telephone line. 
 
2. Help to access services and information 
We think it would be useful to have a service that answers people’s questions about where to get 
help with health, income, housing, or other social services – and where possible, helps connect 
people with those services.  In Whakatane and possibly in other areas where large groups of former 
sawmill workers register for the service, funding could be provided to a local health provider to 
provide such a facilitation service.  Nationally, for other workers who register, the national dioxin 
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health support service may provide this coordination and facilitation service.  How this will work in 
practice will need to be developed further.   
 
3. A free health check once a year 
Eligible people would be able to visit their doctor once a year for a free health check.  As a result of 
information and education provided to doctors, doctors would be better placed to support former 
sawmill workers including identifying referral needs.  Doctors could talk to their patients about their 
health and answer any questions they have.  They could also give patients information about PCP 
exposure and health.  Any person who becomes ill, for whatever reason, would access treatment 
under New Zealand’s publicly-funded health system based on clinical need: people will not get 
priority access based on how they became ill. 
 
4. Research project design 
A number of sawmill workers expressed a strong desire for health support services for spouses of 
former workers and/or their children and grandchildren.  As there was a lack of evidence supporting 
a need for services other than for those sawmill workers who were directly exposed to PCP, it is not 
possible to recommend their inclusion in a health support service at this time.  However, Allen & 
Clarke recommended, and the Ministry has agreed, that a group of epidemiologists and researchers 
be tasked with discussing, and if possible developing, a study design to look at what effects, if any, 
there may have been on spouses and/or children of former sawmill workers.  There is no 
commitment at this time to fund such a study but any study design that is developed can be 
submitted for funding through the usual Government funding processes (for example, to the Health 
Research Council).  
 
5. Services to help people stay well 
Everyone is different.  Each former sawmill worker may have different health needs.  To make sure 
that each person gets the support they need, doctors could refer patients to one or more of the 
following services: 

 Nutrition advice 

 Services to help you be more physically active 

 Services to help you quit smoking 

 Rongoā Māori therapies (depending on availability of existing services – the Ministry will 
explore service availability). 

 
6. Access to mental health services like counselling 
Patients may be referred on to primary mental health services (like counselling) from the free health 
check with their doctor.  Mental health services would be best accessed through existing services 
rather than establishing separate services for former sawmill workers only. 
 
7. Access to genetic counselling services 
Patients may be referred on to genetic counselling from the free health check with their doctor.  The 
service is for people who are thinking about having children.  Genetic counselling services would be 
best accessed through existing services rather than establishing separate services for former sawmill 
workers only. 
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What is not recommended for inclusion? 
 
Allen & Clarke has recommended, and the Ministry has agreed, that the following services should 
not be included in a special support service at this time: 

 Faster access to services than other New Zealanders who might have the same needs: it is 
not fair to let one person access publicly-funded services more quickly than another person 
based on how they got sick; 

 Serum dioxin tests or DNA damage tests: these tests cannot give useful information about 
how to help a person who has been exposed to PCP; 

 Complementary and alternative therapies: we do not know enough about therapies that are 
used for chemical exposures including what these might be and if they work or if they are 
safe.  People could still use these therapies if they wished, but the Government would not 
fund these therapies in the absence of strong evidence around their effectiveness and 
safety.  

 
 

How would people apply to access the proposed service? 
 
People who think they might be eligible for the special support service would be asked to fill in an 
application form and send it to the Ministry of Health.  They would also be asked to provide 
evidence to support their application either through signing a statutory declaration (declaring all 
they have written in their application is true) or other acceptable evidence if available (for example, 
evidence that they worked in a sawmill and handled PCP).   
 
The Ministry of Health will assess each application against the eligibility criteria (set out above) and 
determine whether a person is eligible. 
 
Once people are approved to access the service, they will be sent a letter advising them that they 
can go to their doctor for their first free annual health check. 
 
An appeals process will be developed so that people who are declined may appeal the decision and 
have their case reassessed. 
 
All information from the application forms will be entered into a database to be used for 
communication, administration, and monitoring. Privacy of personal information will be guaranteed. 
 

Next steps 
 
The Ministry will now move to establish the health support service.  It is intended that the service 
for former sawmill workers be up and running by November 2010.   
 
In the meantime, those interested in applying to access the service may want to express their 
interest in the service to the Ministry of Health so that they can be sent information, including 
application forms, in due course.  You can do this by contacting the dioxin health support service at 
0800 288 588. 


