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Is there a Broken Link?

With supply chains strung across the developing world, 
how can the chemical industry ensure that the end 

product is safe?

by Gail Krantzberg and Peter Topalovic

In 1996, 80 Haitian children died from ingesting cough 
syrup tainted with diethylene glycol (DEG), a chemical 
commonly found in antifreeze. An investigation con-

ducted by the U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA) 
found that Pharval, a local company that produced 

the cough syrup products Afebril and Valodon, did 
not contaminate the product at its site. Instead, 

a supposedly pharmaceutical-grade-shipment of 
glycerin, a key component in the most widely 

prescribed cough syrup in the country, was con-
taminated at its source in China. However, the 
Haitian company was under the assumption 
that the chemical was produced in Germany 
by VOS BV, owned by chemical giant Helm 
AG. According to a 1997 article in the World 
Press Review, Pharval felt that it didn’t have 
to implement any quality controls on the 
imported product because of its presumed 
European origin.

Is BP the New 
Bhopal? 

How Crises Set The Policy 
Agenda*

by Robert W. Slater

This article explores how critical events can be 
turning points in defining policy agendas for both 
the private and public sectors and for civil society. 

First, the article describes the general way that licenses to 
operate are awarded to enterprises. Then it examines why a sig-

nificant operational failure—a crisis—gets so much attention and how 
short- and long-term changes emerge from the wreckage. The Bhopal 

and Gulf BP incidents are used as case studies.

Responsible 
Care, which began 
in Canada in the early 

1980s, is an important initiative of 
the worldwide chemical industry. Now 
adopted in 54 countries, the program is 
about building trust through ethical behavior, 
listening attentively to the evolving concerns of 
the public, and providing responses that clearly 
demonstrate the concerns have been heard.

In 2006, the IUPAC Committee on Chemistry and 
Industry (COCI) began a project to assess the history of 
Responsible Care and develop a case study of the pro-
gram (project 2006-047-1-022). The now-completed proj-
ect produced a couple of documents and teaching aids that 
are available to anyone interested in exploring Responsible 
Care in more detail. The first paper presented here, by Gail 
Krantzberg and Peter Topalovic, is a summary of the case 
study of the 1996 tragedy in which 80 Haitian children died 
from ingesting cough syrup tainted with diethylene glycol 
(DEG), a chemical commonly found in antifreeze. The second 
paper by Rober Slater is based on his presentation made at the 
3rd IUPAC Conference on Green Chemistry (August 2010) and 
uses the Bhopal and Gulf BP incidents to explain how critical 
events can be turning points in defining policy agendas. 

Although the application of Responsible Care has lead to 
significant improvements in the performance of the industry, 
incidents continue to occur. There are still many improve-
ments to be made even within the industries that already 
adhere to the principles of Responsible Care. The articles 
contained in this issue of CI should help spark discus-
sions about this important topic. 

Bernard West <bernard.west@sympatico.ca> was chair of IUPAC project 
2006-047-1-022.

 www.iupac.org/web/ins/2006-047-1-022

*Paper based on a presentation made at the 3rd IUPAC Conference on Green Chemistry, 

15–19 August 2010, Ottawa, Canada.

A Closer Look at Responsible Care
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Issues surrounding product 
stewardship, supply-chain man-
agement, quality control, politics, 
and legal responsibility are at the 
heart of this disaster. A complicated 
web of interactions led to negative impli-
cations for all the parties involved. In the aftermath 
of this disaster, many of the companies in the supply 
chain engaged in finger pointing, lawsuits, and denials 
of responsibility.

In this article, we address questions that arose from 
this disaster in the context of Responsible Care. We 
test the hypothesis that the magnitude of this crisis 
would have been reduced if some or all of the compa-
nies along the supply chain subscribed to Responsible 
Care principles and codes. 

In 2007, The New York Times reported that the U.S. 
Food and Drug Administration’s investigation of the 
cough syrup incident indicated that the pharmaceu-
tical manufacturing and testing facilities at Pharval 
laboratories did not meet international standards. 
This was due to a variety of factors, including the fact 
that Haitian regulations are not as strict as those in 
other countries. Furthermore, the maintenance costs 
for clean rooms, proper HVAC systems, and high-tech 

testing equipment are too high for most 
companies in developing countries. Even if 

the facilities were clean and properly main-
tained, Pharval would not have had access to the 

technologies required to test for diethylene glycol.
The investigation of the glycerin suppliers led to 

some disheartening conclusions related to the man-
agement of international supply chains in China, the 
Netherlands, and Germany, especially where devel-
oping countries are concerned. In the Haitian case, 
no company along the supply chain was found to be 
directly responsible for the problems that occurred. 
Some denied responsibility, others covered up mis-
takes, and, in the case of the contamination source, 
it was never determined which Chinese company 
was responsible. However, according to a 2007 issue 
of Pharma-Brief Special, a newsletter put out by 
the German pharmaceutical-watchdog group BUKO 
Pharma-Kampagne, the company is believed to be 
Sinochem, based in Beijing.

The investigation of VOS BV by the Special 
Rapporteur of the United Nations Economic and Social 
Council of the Commission on Human Rights found 
that the company knew about the contaminated glyc-
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There are three types of licenses 
under which companies operate:

Commercial License: Does the 
project meet the goal for return on 
investment for the shareholders? 
Does it meet the requirements of 
investors? Is it financially sound 
over its expected lifespan?

Government License: Does the 
project comply with all applicable 
laws and regulations—from local to 
global? Has it complied with due 
administrative process?

Public License: This exists when the 
public trusts a company in terms 
of its products, operations, and 
management. When trust has been 
established the company’s prod-
ucts are welcomed in the market-

place, their plants are welcomed in 
communities, and they can attract 
high-quality personnel to work for 
them. Some have described this as 
socially generated economic capi-
tal, others have called it goodwill. 
When trust is lost, nothing can 
be taken for granted. This socially 
approved license is not formal or 
well documented, but it is just as 
important and real as the others.

Debates over the public licence 
to operate, after commercial and 
governance licences have already 
been granted, are quite com-
mon. For example,  a boycott on 
Canadian pulp and paper products 
that occurred in Germany for a 
period in the 1990s was a protest 
against clear cutting of old-growth 
forests. A current attempt to deter 

tourists from visiting Alberta is 
associated with the environmental 
consequences of exploiting the oil 
sands. 

Campaigns in favor of a public 
license can also be found. A cur-
rent example is the breakthrough 
Boreal Forest Conservation agree-
ment recently signed between 
the Canadian Forest Industry and 
environmental groups. With the 
agreement, which applies to an 
area twice the size of Germany, the 
industry has committed to meeting 
the world’s highest standards in 
forest management and environ-
mental groups agreed to suspend 
their “do not buy” campaign while 
the agreement is implemented. 
The agreement took 20 years to 
establish.
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erin after it sent the shipment to Haiti, but did not alert 
authorities. VOS BV sent a sample of the Chinese ship-
ment to an independent testing laboratory and falsely 
marked the barrels of glycerin as 98 PCT USP, phar-
maceutical grade. Kevin 
J. McGlue, a board mem-
ber of the International 
Pharmaceutical Excipients 
Council, told The New York 
Times “where there is a 
loophole in the system, a 
frailty in the system, it’s 
the ability of an unscru-
pulous distributor to take 
industrial or technical 
material and pass it off as 
pharmaceutical grade.”

The UN investigation 
found that the barrels were sent with a certificate of 
pharmaceutical quality that was taken from the cer-
tificate that originated in China. It is common practice 
to re-use certificates when a product changes hands 
from manufacturer to supplier and onward to the 
destination customer. The identification of the source 

contamination and the FDA inspection of Pharval 
laboratories clearly established that the glycerin was 
contaminated at the source and not along the supply 
chain. It was a lack of product stewardship policies 

and a lack of due diligence 
across the supply chain 
that lead to the disaster. 
In both Haiti and Panama, 
a country that experi-
enced DEG contamination 
more recently, the facto-
ries’ original certificates of 
analysis for the glycerin 
containers did not accom-
pany them as they moved 
across the supply chain. 
Instead, a copy of the orig-
inal was used and stamped 

with the receiving company’s information each time 
the container exchanged hands. 

Helm AG, one of the largest chemical companies in 
the world, declined to comment on the case given that 
the contamination occurred outside of Germany. Helm 
AG has been associated with other issues involving 

A Closer Look at Responsible Care

Adverse Public 
Attention Causes 
Change

Events that attract public atten-
tion, especially photogenic ones, 
precipitate change and influence 
the terms of all of the three licenses 
mentioned above. A project mired 
in controversy because of envi-
ronmental or human health con-
cerns will find it more difficult to 
attract investors. When investors 
are found, there may well be a 
premium to pay on the interest for 
loans and charges for insurance 
because the investment is con-
sidered more risky. This can have 
a spill-over effect and move from 
a single company to embroil an 
entire sector. This can be nationally 
and internationally significant—as 
is the case with the Canadian oil 
sands.

Public concerns can register 
with politicians and can be trans-
lated into a demand “to do some-
thing” visible and understandable 
that will impress and assure the 
general public. The search for the 
guilty party and their punishment 
may be pursued and regulations 
developed with the aim of avoid-
ing a repetition. “React and cure” 
decisions taken in the white-hot 
crucible of public controversy are 
reasonably straightforward to pre-
dict and, frankly, easier to deal 
with. In contrast it is the tougher, 
long-term measures that result in 
much more ambitious systemic 
change. This approach is termed 
“anticipate and prevent.” 

Any industrial accident results 
in the loss of control by the people 
who were expected to exercise it 
in both industry and government 
and the consequences are often 

difficult to predict. The company 
in question will have been operat-
ing under the terms of the three 
licenses described earlier. Each one 
of those licenses will have been 
based upon conventional wisdom 
on matters such as technology 
reliability, integrity of governance, 
competence of personnel, and 
profitability. Conventional wisdom 
or consensus opinions do not fall 
like manna. They are the culmina-
tion of a lot of hard work to achieve 
a single view from parties of inter-
est who typically start out with 
quite different ones. A consensus 
view is valuable because it is the 
foundation upon which operating 
licenses are issued. 

Conventional wisdom can be 
thought of as the majority view. 
Different views—sometimes radi-
cally different ones—held by others 
outside mainstream thinking are 
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the transport of materials to the third world, according 
to the German media. The Chinese government also 
denied any responsibility since the glycerin was not 
shipped directly to Haiti from China. 

No international supply chain management regula-
tions exist to solve problems such 
as this. However, the European 
Union’s Registration, Evaluation, 
Authorisation and Restriction of 
Chemical Substances (REACH) 
legislation and Responsible Care’s 
supply chain management policies 
may have a positive effect. This 
issue has received major cover-
age over the years since the Haitian tragedy occurred. 
In the Haitian case, there were many organizations 
responsible for transporting the glycerin across inter-
national boundaries; therefore, it is very difficult to 
lay blame. However, after the details of the case were 
sorted out, some litigation was undertaken in the 
Netherlands, Germany, and Haiti. 

Pharval settled with the Haitian families whose 
children died from DEG exposure for USD 10 000 per 
family. The company also filed a civil suit, jointly with 

the families, against VOS BV in the Netherlands. The 
litigation focused on VOS BV, since it knowingly sent 
DEG-contaminated glycerin to Haiti. Eventually, the 
suit was settled out of court with the Dutch com-
pany for the same amount as Pharval had settled 

with the parents. In the after-
math, the affected families were 
compensated, yet no company 
accepted full responsibility for the 
tragedy. VOS BV was also pros-
ecuted by the Dutch government, 
found guilty of a cover-up, and 
fined USD 250 000. Although both 
companies were partly to blame, 

Pharval and VOS BV (now Helm Chemicals BV) remain 
in business today.

Other attempted litigation has generally failed to 
produce a favorable outcome for the plaintiffs. The 
Chinese government and corporations denied respon-
sibility and would not work with the U.S. FDA to find 
the source of the contamination, The New York Times 
reported. David Mishael, a U.S. lawyer represent-
ing Haitian parents has unsuccessfully pursued legal 
claims against Helm AG and VOS BV. 

A Closer Look at Responsible Care

often referred to as outliers. It is 
the outliers who are more likely to 
be the source of a new consensus. 
The emergence of a new “absolute 
truth” in the aftermath of a crisis is 
often a messy and disruptive busi-
ness; learning to listen to uncon-

ventional voices is essential and a 
challenge for both public and pri-
vate sectors (this process is akin to 
the “paradigm shift” that Thomas 
Kuhn introduced in his 1962 book 
Structure of Scientific Revolutions).

When conventional wisdom is 

found wanting it can shatter con-
fidence. When the Bhopal tragedy 
occurred in India in 1984, Canadian 
public confidence in the Canadian 
chemical industry suffered the 
most precipitous decline that the 
pollsters had ever recorded. This 
was in spite of the fact that there 
were no Canadian links to the 
plant in Bhopal and it was half a 
world away. In the public’s mind 
the whole chemical industry was 
“tarred with the same brush.” 

While the nature of the immedi-
ate technical response is primarily 
defined by the crisis itself, it will 
also be influenced by personalities 
and context. For example, good 
personal relationships amongst 
the principal players in industry, 
government, and civil society; the 
history of the company and the 
sector; and the electoral cycle will 
all play a part in the way the crisis 
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. . .there were many 
organizations responsible 

for transporting 
the glycerin across 

international boundaries.

The infamous Union Carbide plant in Bhopal, India.
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In terms of the economic and social effects of the 
disaster and the ensuing litigation, very little change 
occurred and a minimal amount of punishment was 
received by all the parties involved. The costs associ-
ated with non-compliance were USD 250 000 with 
very little transparency or accountability demanded 
in the aftermath. Policies on supply-chain manage-
ment remain largely unchanged 
worldwide, with the exception of 
the European Union’s REACH leg-
islation. Over the past decade, evi-
dence of a policy and regulatory 
gap has become clear as DEG 
contamination has been repeated 
in developing countries through-
out the world. In many cases, the 
source of this contamination con-
tinues to be from poorly regulated 
Chinese suppliers.

In 2006, Panama experienced a tragedy similar 
to of the one in Haiti, with DEG contamination in a 
government-manufactured cough syrup resulting in 
hundreds of deaths. Over the years, other countries 
such as Bangladesh, Argentina, Nigeria, China, and 

India have also been affected by DEG poisoning cases. 
The case in Panama clearly illustrates that the proper 
steps have not been taken to minimize a preventable 
disaster. After the Haitian experience, an inexpensive 
DEG testing kit was developed to assist regulators in 
identifying contaminated shipments; however, accord-
ing to an article in the journal Public Health Reports 

this is not in widespread use.
In 2007, the International Herald 

Tribune reported that DEG poison-
ing had become a global problem 
with a preventable death toll in 
the thousands. China has recently 
taken action against drug coun-
terfeiters, but when the role of 
pharmaceutical companies in the 
Panama tragedy was examined, it 
was found that no laws had been 
broken. According to the Tribune, 

many developing countries, including China and India 
would need tougher regulations in order to meet safe 
standards. 

After the Haitian incident, world health experts 
recommended improving the certificate of authentic-

is portrayed and understood by the 
public.

Forecasting Events

As the sage Yogi Berra once said, 
“forecasting is dangerous, espe-
cially when it is about the future.” 
Nonetheless, there are things we 
can learn from the Bhopal trag-
edy of 1984: a catastrophic methyl 
isocyanate release that killed over 
3000 people immediately and 
condemned at least an additional 
20 000 to a lingering death over 
the intervening 26 years. The case 
is still before the courts. 

The immediate “react and cure” 
response included the following:
• shutting the plant
• urgent assessment of the state 

of underground storage tanks 
and the leakage controls on 
them

• improved environmental and 
process monitoring to detect 
leaks and the fate of the 
releases

• risk assessment of chemical 
plant operations and new stan-
dards for picking sites for new 
plants

• testing, validating, and upgrad-
ing of contingency plans for 
major industrial accidents

The “anticipate and prevent” 
responses were directed at sys-
temic change. Two examples 
are Responsible Care and Green 
Chemistry. Responsible Care was 
initiated by the Canadian chemical 
industry in 1985. It is based upon a 
set of guiding principles and codes 
of practice and was ultimately 
adopted by the Canadian industry.

For the Canadian chemical 
industry: “The codes, like the guid-

ing principles, reflect an ethic, 
an attitude, a method of think-
ing about the way in which mem-
ber companies do business and 
their role in society. In particular, 
they address the reality that cor-
porate values must emphasize a 
long-term commitment to com-
munity and occupational health 
and safety and to environmental 
protection. Indeed, the codes do 
not contain static requirements, 
which, once met, never change. 
Rather, they necessitate continuous 

The issues surrounding 
global supply chains that 
originate and terminate 
in the developing world 

have continued to 
plague the chemical 

industry.

An oil containment boom in the Gulf 
of Mexico. Photo: U.S. Navy.
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ity system to provide a clear path of the material flow 
through the supply chain from source to destination. 
These experts also stressed that transparency and 
accountability should be enforced through regulations 
and investigations within and between international 
borders. However, the Tribune article pointed out that 
as long as counterfeiters do not fear prosecution, 
there is no incentive to improve the quality of their 
products.

The issues surrounding global supply chains that 
originate and terminate in the developing world have 
continued to plague the chemical industry. In North 
America, issues with lead-poisoned toys, DEG-tainted 
toothpaste, and other dangerous products mimic the 
problems encountered in developing countries; how-
ever, in most situations, tainted products are identified 
before they reach the end customer. According to 
the 2007 Pharma-Brief article, tough North American 
regulations and industry standards, which are not usu-
ally present in developing countries, may be respon-
sible for the successful identification of dangerous 
products.

In our recent paper, we examined events in which 
DEG poisoning and drug counterfeiting have con-

tinued to be an issue in developing countries since 
the 1996 Haitian tragedy. A mix of national and 
international regulations, along with corporate vol-
untary initiatives are assessed as a way to determine 
whether the public can be better protected from these 
poisonings. The central question of this case study 
asks: Would Responsible Care, appropriately applied 
throughout the supply chain, have averted the crisis 
experienced in Haiti and other developing countries? 

The paper examined the key topics of global supply 
chains, stakeholder trust, due diligence, and corporate 
culture in the context of three main theories: 

1.  The companies involved did not internalize 
the concepts of product stewardship and the 
cradle to cradle philosophy that Responsible 
Care advocates.

2.  The loss of business and reputation through 
erosion of trust was not a major consideration 
in the decision-making processes of the com-
panies involved.

3.  The major players involved in the case study did 
not embed the philosophies of the Responsible 
Care ethic or create a corporate culture of pro-
tection of all stakeholders.

A Closer Look at Responsible Care

performance improvement in an 
environment of changing knowl-
edge and regulation. It represents 
a shift from a legalistic to a moral 
and ethical way of thinking; from 
asking, ‘Is it legal?’ To ‘Is it the right 
thing to do?’”*

This statements has recently 
been amended to include a ref-
erence to serving a larger social 
purpose—“dedicate ourselves, our 
technology and our business prac-
tices to sustainability—the better-
ment of society, the environment 
and the economy.” This includes 
innovating for safer products that 
conserve resources and provide 
enhanced value, and working for 
the improvement of people’s lives 
and the environment.

These codes have been adopted 

by 54 countries to date and other 
industrial sectors are following suit 
in ways that make sense to them. 
By so doing, companies and sec-

tors are committed to continu-
ous improvement and thereby get 
ahead of their governments’ regu-
latory agenda. This sort of initiative 
reflects a symbiotic relationship 
with government. Enforcement of 
performance-based government 

regulations is necessary to deal 
with free riders and negligent per-
formers and encourage the innova-
tion and creativity that Responsible 
Care demands. This increases the 
predictability of behavior by all 
parties to the benefit of all.

When the pioneers of Green 
Chemistry propounded the view 
that chemists were smart enough 
to displace inherently toxic syn-
thetic chemicals with ones 
benign to the environment and 
human health they were probably 
greeted with derisions. I imagine 
the response included words like 
“unrealistic,” “impractical,” or “why 
bother?” These are common reac-
tions to new ideas put forward by 
outliers to conventional wisdom. 
Decades later, Green Chemistry has 
made important progress. The pro-
liferation of green products in the 
marketplace is evidence that green 

The Deepwater Horizon drilling 
platform on fire.

 Photo: U.S. Coast Guard.

*From A History of Responsible Care 

produced by the Chemical Industry 

Association of Canada
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chemists are proud holders of a 
public, or social, license to operate. 

The BP Spill

The essentials of the BP Macondo 
catastrophe in the summer of 2010 
are well known: 11 deaths, 4.9 mil-
lion barrels spilled into the most 
productive fishery in the United 
States, and intense, prolonged 
political and media attention at the 
national, international, and regional 
level for months.

The immediate “react and cure” 
agenda inspired by the BP spill in 
the Gulf of Mexico included the 
following:
• blow-out preventers that work 

under all operating conditions
• contingency planning that 

works efficiently and effec-
tively for all parties

• research into improved oil spill 
recovery and reduced toxicity 
of dispersants. 

• governance—particularly who 
is in charge, when, and where?

In the long term, there were 
likely be two systemic shifts: one 
in risk assessment and manage-
ment, and the other in the area of 
governance.

Risk Assessment and Management 
will be reformed. Currently, most 
risks are assessed on the basis of 

individual projects through estab-
lished processes like environmental 
or commercial risk assessments. 
Whenever something goes badly 
wrong, more complete answers 
seem only to come from specially 
commissioned comprehensive 
inquiries that demand information 
on strategic considerations like 

The paper concludes that Responsible Care, as 
implemented by the Chemistry Industry Association 
of Canada, would have mitigated or averted the crisis. 
Responsible Care needs to better promote preventa-
tive, rather than reactive approaches to risk assessment 
and risk management. Responsible Care’s product 
stewardship principles can do more to encourage the 
substitution of the most dangerous chemicals. This 
approach would better demonstrate the industry’s 
commitment to its principles and avoid claims that the 
industry has incongruent political and environmental 
goals. A related opportunity for the improvement of 
Responsible Care is the full integration of the prin-
ciples of sustainable development into its mandate. A 
move to a more transparent and accountable process 
would most likely include an emphasis on sustainabil-
ity and the principles of industrial ecology.

Overall, Responsible Care’s commitment to continu-
ous advancement will help capitalize on the oppor-
tunities for improvement identified and continue to 
ensure safe and equitable global supply chains in the 
future. 

The text of this article was excerpted from a paper that, at the time of publication 
of this magazine, had been submitted to the journal Environment, Development 
and Sustainability. Reprinted from July/August 2010 Canadian Chemical News, p. 21.

Corresponding author Gail Krantzberg <mepp@mcmaster.ca> is director of the 
ArcelorMittal Dofasco Centre for Engineering and Public Policy of McMaster 
University in Hamilton, Ontario, Canada.

The memorial for victims of the 
Bhopal Gas Disaster, situated near 
the former Union Carbide Factory. 
Photo: Luca Frediani.
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corporate culture and integrity of 
governance systems. 

Three categories of risk man-
agement are warranted. The first 
is Enterprise Risk Management, 
which is the application of risk 
assessment to the three operat-
ing licenses noted above brought 
to the level of the enterprise in its 
entirety through the lifecycle of its 
activities and integrated across all 
operations.

The second is Sector Risk 
Management: The sector—espe-
cially for those involved with fos-
sil carbon—needs to look across 
similar enterprises and consider 
risk beyond immediate corpo-
rate responsibility. The weakest-
link theory makes this an exercise 
in self-interest for all players in a 
sector.

The third category of risk 
management is Technology 
Assessment: Special consider-
ation is required for the assess-
ment of new technologies or the 
novel application of existing tech-
nologies, as was the case with BP. 
Because the technologies are new 
there will be little operating experi-
ence and “conventional wisdom” 
will be mostly in the hands of those 
commercializing the technology. 
Their self-interest in rapid deploy-
ment is evident and government 
is frequently hamstrung because it 
will have both limited knowledge 
and access to expertise and quali-
fied staff. Nonetheless, whatever 
is known, regardless of origin, will 
be used in a government decision 
to award a government license to 
operate. 

If enlightenment prevails, all par-
ties will acknowledge that more 
information is required and will 
demand a more rigorous perfor-
mance-monitoring regime and a 
targeted research program to pro-

vide the knowledge that is not 
known, but believed to be impor-
tant. Things that we don’t know we 
don’t know are a particular risk with 
assessing new technologies and the 
potential for encountering a “black 
swan”—an impossibility accord-
ing to conventional wisdom of the 
1800s—looms largest. Resource 
exploitation in ever-more-extreme 
conditions will elevate this concern. 

The BP spill illustrates that we 
have to scale-up the governance 

of risk in a way commensurate with 
the scale-up that is taking place 
in industry. This does not need to 
automatically lead to an increase in 
cost or paper burdens to industry. 
Recent moves by industry and gov-
ernment have been to seek relief 
from the burdens of project-level 
assessments on the grounds that 
they inhibit the speed of devel-
opment. If the above trio of risk 
assessments at the enterprise, 
sector, and technology level were 
undertaken, then there would be a 
basis for claiming that the demands 
of project-level assessment could 
be modified. In their absence there 
is little to justify it.

The scale-up in operations and 
oversight results in the need to 
review governance, a challenge 
shared by all parties. Every cri-
sis seems to pose new questions 

about who is in charge, who is 
accountable for what, and up to 
what amount. The USD 20 billion 
reparation fund that BP has placed 
in trust effectively eliminates previ-
ous “ceilings for liabilities” set by 
government. Previously, liabilities 
were constrained to relatively mod-
est amounts, meaning the taxpayer 
was on the hook for the rest. 

It is hardly surprising that “les-
sons to learn from BP” has become 
a standard agenda item for boards 
of directors at institutions in all 
fields, both private and public. 
Some will want to see worst-case 
scenarios, while others will see busi-
ness opportunities. Every aspiring 
and current CEO will want to avoid 
the fate of BP’s Tony Hayward. It is 
less clear that government officials, 
policy-makers, and regulators have 
reacted at the same speed. 

This a new world that is being 
haltingly revealed and it will 
require a serious, objective, non-
partisan discussion engaging our 
best minds to think this through. 
Universities as institutions are non-
partisan, independent, and used to 
handling new ideas. Perhaps they 
could be invoked to provide a safe 
haven for all parties to engage in 
locating solutions rather than just 
the documentation of positions by 
vested interests, which seems to be 
the fate of most consultations.
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Assessing Responsible Care

A satellite image of the Deepwater 
Horizon oil spill taken on 24 May 

2010. Photo: NASA.
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