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Many students (including PhD students on scholarships),
have fallen into the trap of assuming that they are covered for
fieldwork medical expenses by their university’s policy. This
is not the case. Students need to be aware that if an incident
occurs in Australia, the university cannot, under the National
Health Act (1953), provide cover for any benefits payable by
Medicare. In some situations the patient will be given the
choice of whether to be treated at a public or private health
care facility. If the student elects to go to a private health
provider, they must consider the gap payments according to
their cover. However, in remote areas the closest hospital is
a public one, and in most cases when an incident occurs, the
patient will be sent to a public hospital.

Sam’s fieldwork involved undertaking surveys of ridgelines
after recent fires, looking for new art sites exposed as a result
of the newly denuded landscape. Sam’s supervisor asked
Sam to complete a Job Safety Analysis (JSA) before going
out in the field. As Sam was working during summer, snake
sightings were highly likely. Because Sam was going to be
working at height, safety notes were included about working
within safe distances from rock ledges.
Sam was very careful during the fieldwork. One day, a dense
fog had descended over the survey area. It also happened to
be the last day of fieldwork, and Sam was running out of
time. During that morning’s fieldwork, Sam slipped and fell
down a steep embankment onto some rocks. While the fall
was not a great distance, Sam landed badly, suffering an
open leg fracture. Sam’s colleagues called in an ambulance,
which arrived over an hour later due to the remote location of
the survey. Due to the nature of Sam’s injuries, a helicopter
was called in to undertake an emergency lift to the nearest
trauma unit.
As Sam had no private medical cover or ambulance cover, a
significant bill was amassed for both the ambulance and the
airlift, totalling $11,910. This was not covered by Sam’s
university, and as a result, Sam had to pay the bill in full
with no assistance.

Students, when not classified as staff, are not eligible for
workers compensation. Students are classed as volunteers
and as such do not have the same insurance cover as staff on
salary. In other words, if an incident occurs, do not tell the
hospital staff you are eligible for workers compensation, as you
may be liable for additional costs. If an incident does occur,
there are a series of benefits payable by the university that
are benchmarked according to your income. These benefits
relate to physiotherapy and other services, but are capped and
do not cover any benefits payable by Medicare. Policies differ
between universities, so students should familiarise themselves
with their university’s insurance cover before going into the
field, and consider whether additional private health cover is
necessary for their situation.
We strongly recommend students ensure they have, at
the very least, ambulance cover. This will ensure you are
covered if you need to be transported in case of medical
emergency, particularly when considering the costs of
helicopter transportation from remote locations. This
can cost as little as $35 per year for national cover. Check
your coverage according to state, and if you have private
healthcare already, as Queensland and Tasmanian residents
have state schemes. This applies when on fieldwork within
Australia; international travelling has different coverage as
the National Health Act (1953) does not apply overseas: talk to
your University Insurance Officer. We also strongly advise
all students undertaking field work to get approval in writing
from relevant staff and to discuss your trip personally with the
University Insurance Officer; make sure you are fully aware
of your situation and rights should anything occur.
It is essential students read fieldwork Work Health and Safety
(WH&S) policies, and raise concerns if the policy is not
deemed adequate. Everyone involved must ensure these are
applied, with university staff leading by example. University
staff and fieldwork leaders must ensure that correct and
adequate policies are strictly applied and adhered to. We
recommend that industry standard WH&S policies be applied
to university-led fieldwork to provide adequate protection for
students and supervisors. If you are not happy with fieldwork
WH&S policies, or the current JSA you have the right to
raise concerns. No one has the right to put you at risk, even
if people do say that “this is how things have always been
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done”, “I had to do it, so do you”, or “toughen up,
princess, this is how we do it here”. Are they going
to pay your medical bills if an incident should
occur? Probably not! Industry standard WH&S
policies apply to consultancy fieldwork, and they
should apply to all archaeological fieldwork as well.
Check your university’s public liability insurance.
This covers the university’s legal liability for
negligence resulting in bodily injury to other
persons or destruction of property arising out of
university activities. For instance:
If a volunteer is involved in a car accident when driving as
part of their volunteer work these laws will generally place
any civil liability resulting from damage on the organisation
that the person volunteers for. But, if the volunteer was
engaging in criminal conduct, such as speeding, driving
under the influence of drugs or alcohol or dangerous driving
they would be personally liable for the damage (Safe Work
Australia 2015)
The University liability insurance will generally not
cover you if:
• You act outside the scope of work organised
by the University;
• You act contrary to instructions given by the
University; or
• You are unable to do your work in a proper
manner because your actions are significantly
impaired by alcohol or non-therapeutic drugs.
What is also important to note, is that if you
are in a supervisory role and an incident occurs
under your watch, you may be liable. If you, as a
supervisor, ask someone to undertake a task not
covered by the fieldwork WH&S, or the WH&S
is not adequate for the task you may be liable. In
other words, if you are in a supervisory role and
you have concerns about the fieldwork WH&S but
do nothing about it, if an incident occurs you may
be liable. This depends on the state you are in as
each state and territory has different legislation to
limit the potential liability of volunteers in their
roles, mostly as office bearers. In other words, if the
WH&S policies or the JSA are not satisfactory and
you have concerns raise them.
Address the issue and get an improved workplace
health and safety policy in place. Be selfish: this
is not only for the general good, but for your own
peace of mind. Fieldwork participants should be
able to enjoy surveying, excavating, etc., without
concerns about their safety, or what might happen
if they ask someone to undertake a job.
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Summary:
1. Students are not automatically covered by the university
insurance policy;
2. Ambulance cover is strongly recommended for all students
(regardless of need for fieldwork);
3. Consult you university’s Insurance Officer before you go out,
and get advice on what cover you need;
4. For further information contact your state Work Safe authority,
and also check the following document:
http://www.volunteeringaustralia.org/wp-content/files_
mf/1376976847VAPolicySubmissionApril2010IssuesPaper
InsuranceProtectionforVolunteers.pdf
5. For information on what volunteers are covered for check your
university’s insurance policy website, contact the Insurance
Officer, and you can also check the following document:
https://business-insurance.aon.com.au/AON_Affinity/media/
Media/PDFs/Not%20for%20Profit/nfp-volunteeraccident-and-medicare-article.pdf
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