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9th World Congress on Occupational Health & Safety
Trends in health and safety in the musician's workplace with regard to sound exposure levels

Inside the opera factory:  protecting musicians from noise
Applying the 2005 Noise at Work Regulations to the work of a busy lyric theatre is an enormous challenge.  In March 2019, the UK live-music sector was rocked by the court judgement against the Royal Opera House, in which a former viola player successfully sued for hearing damage caused by one rehearsal of Wagner’s Die Walkure in 2012.  The judge dismissed artistic considerations, ruling that an opera house was no different from a factory, and if likely ‘noise’ levels will exceed 85 dB Laeq, that hearing protection must be worn by everyone exposed.  This would include singers, instrumentalists, dancers, actors, conductors, creative-team members, technical team, stage management and crew.  
In response to the judgement, we have set up a project to systematically investigate all possible controls for moderating the sound exposure of our performers, particularly in the orchestra pit, to comply with the legislation without having to make the wearing of hearing protection mandatory.  Our research is showing that even the most extreme engineering and technological solutions would have limited impact on reducing orchestral sound exposure, as we honour our commitment of producing a full schedule world-class opera and ballet and respect the limitations of our Grade I listed building.  
As it become clear that hearing protection will have to form a key part of any Hearing Conservation Strategy, but there is still no broadly accepted technology for use at this level despite a shift in the habits and attitudes of musicians.  We are facing the issue of mandating hearing protection but are unable to supply a device which will not cause unacceptable compromises in playing ability.   Our performance Sound Project has focused on working alongside our musicians with audiologists and manufacturers to discover, develop and trial new solutions. 
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