
 

 

 

  
 
 
 
A summary 
 
This f actsheet prov ides summary  details of the 13 COMAH major accidents in England, Scotland and 
Wales, notif ied to the European Commission in the period April 1999 to March 2000. 
The f ull report is av ailable on the HSE Website. 

The Control of  Major Accident Hazards (COMAH) Regulations 1999 apply  to approximately  1200 
establishments that have the potential to cause major accidents because they  use, or store, 
signif icant quantities of  dangerous substances, such as oil products, natural gas, chemicals or 
explosiv es. The general duty  of the regulations is that “Every Operator shall take all measures 
necessary to prevent major accidents and limit their consequences to persons and the environment”. 
The regulations are unusual in that they are implemented by a Competent Authority (CA), which is not 
a single body, but comprises the Health and Safety Executiv e (HSE) working jointly with the 
Env ironment Agency (EA) and the Scottish Environment Protection Agency (SEPA). This 
arrangement reflects the requirements to ensure the protection of both persons and the env ironment.   

 
The CA is required to notify certain major accidents to the European Commission (EC). 
The criteria for a COMAH EC Reportable Accident (ECRA) include: the release of a specified quantity 
of  a dangerous substance; specified harm to persons (e.g. 1 death); specif ied harm to the 
env ironment (e.g. significant damage to more than 10 km of riv er) or in some circumstances as a 
“near miss”. This factsheet and the main report cov er the f irst year that the regulations were in f orce, 
from April 1999 to March 2000. 

 
Summary details of the 13 ECRAs are provided in the table. The key points are: 

 
• 1 accident resulted in the death of an employee. 
• 2 accidents resulted in minor onsite injuries; an employ ee and 2 f ire f ighters. 
• 1 accident resulted in minor offsite injuries; 10 residents treated for eye irritation. 
• 3 accidents required hundreds of people to remain confined indoors for sev eral hours. 
• 6 accidents cost a total of £4 million in onsite damage and losses. 
• There was no recorded offsite property damage. 
• The Competent Authority  investigated all 13 accidents. There hav e been 2 prosecutions so f ar and 

2 inv estigations are ongoing (as at October 2001). 
• Formal enf orcement action in the f orm of  prohibition and/or improv ement notices was taken 

f ollowing 4 of  the accidents. In the other cases improvements were undertaken without f ormal 
notices being required. 

 
Conclusions. 

 
1. If  the 3 “near miss” accidents are excluded (see table), then there were 10 ECRAs. 

This is ty pical of  the 5 to 10 accidents reported each year under the prev ious CIMAH 
regulations. 

2. Whilst recognising that it is difficult to draw conclusions f rom such a small sample, ECRAs can 
be used as a crude measure of  safety  performance. The Accident Frequency  Rate (AFR) 
(excluding “near misses”) is 8.3 ECRAs per thousand establishments per annum. Alternatively 
this can be expressed as 1 ECRA per 120 COMAH establishments per annum. 

3. The CA is concerned at both the magnitude and f requency of these accidents and believ es that 
thorough implementation of the COMAH regulations will make a significant contribution towards 
securing improv ements. 

  
The main report, “COMAH Major Accidents Notif ied to the European Commission England, Scotland 
& Wales 1999-2000” is available on the HSE website: - 
 
www.hse.gov.uk/hid � HID activities � COMAH.  
 
Any one who does not hav e access to the Internet may obtain a copy f rom the public register at the 
Anglian Region office of the Environment Agency in Peterborough. Tel: - 01733 371811. 



                                              
 

This is the first such report that the COMAH Competent Authority has produced and it would welcome 
f eedback. If y ou hav e any comments or would like any further inf ormation please contact: - 
 
Trev or Britton, Head of Permissioning Policy, Hazardous Installations Directorate, Health and Safety 
Executive, 3rd Floor St Anne’s House, Stanley Precinct, Bootle, Merseyside. L20 3RA 
(email: - trevor.britton@hse.gsi.gov.uk ) or; 
 
Andrew Hitchings, COMAH Policy Advisor, Environment Agency, Rio House, Waterside Driv e, Aztec 
West, Almondsbury, Bristol BS12 4UD 
(email: - andrew.hitchings@environment-agency.gov.uk) or; 
 
John Burns, Policy Adv isor, SEPA Corporate Office, Erskine Court, The Castle Business Park, Stirling 
FK9 4TR (email: - john.w.burns@sepa.org.uk). 

 
Table – COMAH EC Reportable Accidents 1999-2000 
 

Operator, Location & 
Date 

Accident Description &  
Dangerous Substances 

Accident Consequences & 
ECRA Notification Criteria 

Causes and  Actions 
Taken 

BASF,  
Middlesbrough, 
Clevel and. 
20/12/99 

Toxic gas r elease. 
Hydrogen cyanide released 
during sampling. 

1 employee died from cyanide 
poisoning. 
Produc tion costs £727,000 
1 death. 

4 improvement notices . 
Prosecution del ayed, 
awaiting Coroners inquest. 

Associated Octel, Ellesmere 
Port, 
Merseyside. 
11/07/99 

Fire followi ng flammable liquid 
metal spillage. 
4 te. sodium spilled during road 
tanker offl oadi ng. 

Rebuilding cos ts  £200k. 
More than 1000 people confined 
indoors for 3 hours. 

Empl oyee error, failure to 
follow procedures. 
Facility relocated further 
away from residents. 

Fine Organics, 
Middlesbrough, 
Clevel and. 
02/11/99 

Toxic gas r elease. 
Hydrogen chl oride from a 
chemical reac tion i n a road 
tanker of product (CCMZ) 

Produc tion costs £700k. 
300 peopl e confined i ndoors for 
3 hours. 

Precise cause of runaway 
chemical reac tion unknown. 
Company amended 
formul ation of product. 

European Vinyls C orp. (UK), 
Runcorn, 
Cheshire. 
08/03/00 

Toxic gas r elease. 
0.5 te. of hydrogen chl oride fr om 
pipewor k. 

Eye irritation to 10 residents. 
1000 people confi ned indoors 
for 4 hours. 

Ruptured bellows. 
Investigation ongoing into 
“turn key” pl ant operation. 
2 prohibition notices. 

Vopak, 
Middlesbrough, 
Clevel and. 
21/07/99 

Toxic liquid spillage. 
12 te. of sodium cyanide 
solution from a storage tank into 
ground and River Tees . 

No har m to river life. 
Repairs and costs £245,000. 
Loss of 25% of top tier thr eshold 
inventory. 

Corrosion of defec tive weld. 
1 Prohibition notice.  
Prosecution WRA91 for 
polluting river - fined £5k.  

Union Carbi de, 
Wilton, 
Clevel and. 
10/07/99 

Fire followi ng flammable gas  
release. 
12 te. of isododecane from 
broken pipewor k. 

2 firefighters minor injuries. 
Repair costs  £1.1m. 
Loss of 24% of top tier thr eshold 
inventory. 

Pipewor k failure due to 
vibration from faulty pump. 
1 improvement and 1 
prohibition notices . 

Hickson & Welch, 
Castleford, West Yor kshire. 
20/01/00 

Toxic gas r elease. 
70kg of sulphur dichloride from 
batch reac tor system. 

Losses  & clean-up £44k. 
Loss of 7% of top tier threshold 
inventory.  

Water contamination of r aw 
materials. 
Sampling regime introduced. 

BG Transco, Pool e, 
Dorset. 
12/12/99 

Flammabl e gas release. 
40 te. natural gas from a gas 
holder.  

No injuries or damage. 
Loss of 20% of top tier thr eshold 
inventory.  

Corrosion & seal water loss . 
Automatic seal monitoring 
installed on all gas holders. 

Esso Petroleum, 
Fawley, 
Hampshire. 
14/07/99 

Flammabl e liquid spillage. 
400 te.  of  crude oil (extremely 
flammable) from a storage tank 
into bund. 

All oil was recovered. 
Loss of 8 times the top tier 
threshold inventor y. 

Corrosion of tank bottom.  
Company tank inspection 
programme amended. 

Corus, Redcar, 
Clevel and. 
09/08/99 

Toxic/ flammable gas  release. 
207 te.  of  blast furnace gas 
(21% carbon monoxide). 

No injuries or damage. 
Produc tion costs £1m. 
Loss of 22% of top tier thr eshold 
inventory. 

Ruptured valve. 
Inadequate management and 
maintenance. 
Procedures i mproved. 

European Vinyls C orp. (UK), 
Runcorn, Cheshire. 
13/05/99 and 
04/05/99 
BP Chemicals, 
Wilton, Cleveland. 
20/09/99 

These 3 accidents were reported solel y on the grounds of being a “near miss of particular technical 
interest”. EVC were prosecuted under HASAWA74 for one acci dent and fined £30k plus  £10 costs, 
re competency and commissioni ng procedures . Their other accident resulted i n minor inj uries to a 
wor ker because of incorrect maintenance. The BP accident also related to inadequate maintenance.  
Details of  all 3 “ near miss” accidents  are provided i n the full report.  T he current CA guidance is that 
a “near miss” should only be reported when there are new and significant lessons to be learned 
across the EU and these 3 “near miss” accidents woul d probabl y not have been reported had this 
guidance been available in 1999/2000. 

 
(c) Copyright UK Competent Authority - Published October 2001. 

 


