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NOISE-INDUCED HEARING LOSS “The Silent Pendemic” 
 
 
Abstract 
 
This presentation raises the increasing concerns being expressed about an old and familiar 
topic, i.e., noise-induced hearing loss (NIHL).  In spite of many efforts by past Government and 
non-Government agencies as well as others, current compensation costs of over $NZ50 
million annually continue to rise rapidly.  While this financial figure is significant, there are 
substantial avoidable personal effects on the individuals concerned. 
 
ACC is embarking on an intensive programme of intervention over the next 5-10 years to seek 
synergy with industries and others to reduce the future burden of this disease on the 
community. 
 
This presentation will describe the current national situation, surveys of SMEs (Small to 
Medium Sized Enterprises) with regard to NIHL, the comprehensive research programme 
underway and the planned intervention programme to reduce the burden from NIHL to New 
Zealand industry in the future. 
 
Overview 
NIHL has been around for centuries.  Even as far back as 29-79AD noise was an issue as it 
was subsequently in the middle ages and the Victorian times.  Later it was regarded as the 
“unavoidable consequence of work”. Today, and for some decades, it has been regarded 
internationally as a disease which is almost completely avoidable with current knowledge.  In 
spite of this, the disease continues to present challenges in terms of intervention and claims 
to ACC continue to rise.   
 
There have been many efforts by numerous organisations both Government and others over 
many decades in the past that have focussed on raising awareness of NIHL as a serious issue 
requiring intervention.  In spite of a great deal of effort including the publication of Codes of 
Practice, guidelines and many other documents, the ACC claims are continuing to rise daily.  
Current compensation costs, largely paid for by industry, exceed $50m p.a. and are rapidly 
rising.  Both the current level and the size of the increases are worrying. 
 
Surveys among the SMEs (Small to Medium Sized Enterprises) among different industry 
sectors  in New Zealand has shown that there is a low level of awareness about NIHL, that 
the seriousness is not appreciated and that where there is awareness, no further action is 
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believed to be necessary because of action taken is sufficient (e.g., donning of ear-muffs when 
using loud machinery). 
 
NIHL is also a major issue for industry and it has been shown to seriously affect productivity 
in industry as well as the serious and debilitating effect such as depression among the 
elderly.  Even among the younger generation today, there is little interest or awareness of 
NIHL as a serious issue, in spite of some evidence that increasing numbers and younger age 
groups are increasingly affected. 
 
The presentation 
The presentation will describe the seriousness of the current NIHL issue to New Zealand 
industry and highlight the interventions that are currently being planned and which will be 
introduced over the next few years.  This includes current research programmes by teams of 
national and international researchers at Auckland University and Massey University, the 
limitations of hearing conservation intervention programmes instead of noise management 
programmes, joint work planned with industry, potential training of ACC approved NIHL 
consultants and joint synergy work with other Government and non-Government organisations.    
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