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PROTECTING THE SAFETY CULTURE
IN AN OPERATING FACILITY
Modern energy/petrochemical facilities, by their very nature,
are highly complex facilities. They are designed to ensure their
many potential hazards are safely mitigated to allow a low-risk
operation. Maintaining this low-risk operation demands highly
competent and experienced employees operating within a
strong culture of operational discipline and EHS excellence.
This strong culture, however, can be compromised should
the experience level in the facility drop too low. This drop in
experience level can occur for a variety of reasons:
• Employee retirement
• Employees leaving for other companies
• Employees leaving for other jobs within the company
• Rapid company or facility growth
• Forced headcount reductions
• Any combination of the above
Circumstances can develop such that the loss rate of
experienced personnel exceeds the organizations capability to
replace them. When this situation occurs, a strong culture can
be weakened/diluted to the point that the past safe, reliable
operation of the facility can no longer be assured. Plant
leadership must, therefore, always ensure that a minimum level
of experience exist within their facilities. By experience, we
mean the total knowledge, judgement and skill sets available
on each shift for recognizing and responding to critical plant
circumstances (NOT just years of service). Maintaining this
level of experience requires the following:
1. Methodology for measuring the current experience level
of the facility. This determination can be performed for
the entire facility/company but is generally performed only
for plant operators. Key factors to be considered include:
• Past performance reviews
• Years of service in job, in plant, in company, in industry
• % of plant jobs for which the individual is qualified
2. Agreement on the minimum required experience level in
the plant (usually agreement with both operations and site
leadership)
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3. Process for maintaining the appropriate experience level
in the facility, which should include:
• An effective hiring program to bring the right
people into the organization
• An effective training program designed not just
to impart process knowledge but to replace lost
experience
• Identification of the maximum number of trainees
that can be effectively managed and trained on
shift without compromising plant operations
• Periodic (e.g., annual or every 6 months)
experience level review by site/facility leadership
including status of all trainees
• Periodic review of company demographics
alongside capital plans to ensure site leadership is
aware of potential future downward pressures on
the experience levels in its plants
4. Agreed actions to take when facility experience level
drops below the accepted minimum, which includes but
is not limited to:
• Immediate freeze of all transfers (plant operators,
supervisors, engineers, managers, etc.) out of
the facility (including promotions) until effective
experience level rises above minimum (Critical:
you must stop the bleeding!). This freeze can be
extremely challenging for union facilities – all the
more reason to never allow experience levels to
drop below the minimum
• Accelerated training focused on rapidly enhancing
the experience of new employees (retirees can be
a great benefit here)
• Movement of experienced employees from other
facilities/locations (especially if they have previous
experience in the effected or similar facility)
• Hiring of new employees with experience from
other companies
A drastic reduction in the experience level below the
minimum in an energy/petrochemical facility necessarily
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means a weaker culture of operational discipline and EHS
excellence exists – a dangerous situation. Rebuilding a
strong culture once lost is extremely difficult. Leaders must
take the responsibility to maintain the experience level in
each facility and protect the culture at all costs – it’s that
important.
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