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Four words sum up Roger Harris’s work as BC’s Forest 
Safety Ombudsman: impartial, confidential, fair and 
timely. After a life-long career in the forest industry 
that gave him the opportunity to “see it, feel it and 
understand it” from many angles — from laborer to 
contractor to designing forest policy — Harris started 
as ombudsman in spring 2006. He has seen many 
changes since that time. Here is a brief introduction to 
his office:

What is your role?
The ombudsman is to be an independent, impartial 

assessor of what’s go-
ing on in the industry 
today — to give comments, 
observations and recom-
mendations. 
The position was created 
to be an independent voice 
that could speak to issues 
as a code of silence existed 
in the industry. The fear 
was that if you raised 
issues about safety it could 
affect your employment or 
contract. Even licensees 
found it could impact their 
relationship with a regulator 
that might make things 

difficult for them.
And you will never be successful in any industry at 
achieving any of your goals if you have an environment 
where people are afraid to talk about those issues in 
an open and transparent way.

Where did that code of silence come 
from?
Imbalances in power right across the board, in 
economic relationships and otherwise. In our office 
we apply it to safety, but to be honest in many cases 
over the years that I’ve done this, it’s been very, very 
difficult at times to separate the safety issue from the 
economic one. 
The cycle times in the road resource report are a 
great example. The calculation of cycle times was 
an interesting one, and the phrase I coined was the 
determination of a cycle time is a safety issue but the 
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calculation may be a financial or business one. And 
how do you separate them? If you don’t put in all the 
appropriate factors to do a trip, which includes all the 
safety provisions, how do you get to a calculation that’s 
an economic one?

What are some of the main achievements 
of your office?
The reports we’ve done have been very effective tools 
for the forest industry to advance safety. The reports on 
training and certification and on resource roads are very 
good documents with sound recommendations, and it’s 
been really pleasing to see that a lot of them have been 
adopted.

Our office also played an important role in bringing is-
sues about the forest industry and safety to the public’s 
attention. I think it needed that profile, especially when it 
came to not accepting fatalities.

A third and evolving role is that the Council has taken 
the opportunity to use the ombudsman’s office as a 
mirror of their activities. The review of the SAFE Com-
panies program is one example. It takes courage as an 
organization to do that, but also clearly demonstrates 
their commitment to safety.
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He came on a six-month contract. 
Now, four years later, Steve Mueller 
is stepping down in August from his 
more-than-full-time position as head 
of Forest Worker Development to 
return to forest safety consulting. 
He’s also taking a break to travel 
with his family. 

“Steve’s developed a committed 
team focused on customer service 

and delivering a broad range of training and injury pre-
vention services,” says CEO Reynold Hert. “He’s made 
a substantial contribution towards eliminating fatalities 
and serious injuries in the sector. We thank him for that 
and wish him the best.” 

Farewell to Steve Mueller

STEVE MUELLER
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Expect COR rebates in summer
 
Traditionally, SAFE certified companies have expected 
COR rebates in spring. But WorkSafeBC advises that 
a more realistic time to expect COR rebates is summer, 
and this year they should arrive in August. To encourage 
safe work practices, rebates are paid to employers who 
achieve COR certification and are in good standing with 
WorkSafeBC.

Besides the 10 percent COR rebate, an additional 5 
percent rebate is now available to large companies as 
well as SEBASE companies with an injury management/
return to work program who choose to use optional 
Element I in the submission forms. 

Loggers’ past celebrated
 
Traditional songs and stories of western loggers are 
centre stage at Victoria’s Royal BC Museum this sum-
mer. Good Timber, an original musical revue, is an 
entertaining romp through the past set against a multi-
media backdrop of rarely seen imagery of B.C.'s old-time 
logging history. Shows are at 8 p.m. Monday through 
Saturday until August 28.

Safety news briefs
Wanted: Safety leaders
August 31 is the deadline to nominate someone for 
one of two annual Leadership in Safety awards. The 
Cary White Memorial Lifetime Achievement Award 
goes to someone whose long career has involved 
unwavering commitment to safety and building 
a lasting culture of safety among forest workers. 
The Forest Safety MVP of the Year recognizes an 
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Maintenance audits simplified
As part of streamlining the audit process, maintenance 
audits are now simpler than certification audits. The 
new versions require less paperwork and rely more on 
verifying that systems, such as a company’s basic health 
and safety policy, are still in place. Also, many questions 
for maintenance audits — as well as certification audits 
— can now be answered simply by checking a box. 
Maintenance audits should be submitted annually on the 
anniversary dates of SAFE certification. Every third year 
a full recertification audit is required.

What’s been a challenge?
One of the things I found early was that if the purpose 
of the office was to help facilitate or negotiate resolution 
between people while protecting their interests. It’s re-
ally hard in the forest industry to try and solve a problem 
between two parties without letting the other party know 
who they are. In a place like Fort Nelson, for instance, 
people would know right way because there are only a 
limited number of contractors. 

So what was your approach?
The vehicle I’ve used to resolve them I think, at the end 
of the day, is the most productive — a broader-based, 
provincial review. My approach was to look at the issue 
rather than the individual event. 
What I found very early was it didn’t matter if you worked 
in Fort Nelson, the southern interior, Prince George or 
Vancouver Island, the issues were exactly the same. So 
I decided the best way to protect the identity of people 
was to take their issue and deal with it on a broader 
provincial basis, and to undertake reviews like we did 
in our reports on resource road use and on training 
and certification [see www.bcforestsafe.org/newsroom/
publications.html#ombudsman]. 
I think it gave power to the recommendations because 
I was able to say this isn’t just an issue of personalities, 
this is actually a problem in the industry that exists in 
all four corners of the province, and we need to find a 
way to bridge that because it’s an impediment to people 
feeling safe in their employment.

Why would someone contact you?
Anyone — an individual, a company or even a regula-
tor — can call if they feel there’s something going on in 
their workplace that may impact safety for themselves 
or others. Once you call, we try to find ways to bring 
attention, priority and, hopefully, resolution for you, and 
it’s completely confidential. 
To contact the ombudsman, call 1-877-577-7766 or 
email harris@bcforestsafe.org.

individual or group for a notable contribution to safety 
in their operation or company. Details are at www.
bcforestsafe.org/2010_safety_awards.html.

Safety alerts
The Council’s July and August monthly alerts focus 
on staying in the clear at www.bcforestsafe.org/
AOM_July_2010 and two alerts in August: logging 
equipment emergency exits and resource road 
driving which can be found at www.bcforestsafe.org/
Aom_August_2010

Ombudsman
Ombudsman: anyone can call
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