
DUTCH
SAFETY BOARD

Summary

Chemistry in  
cooperation
Safety at the Chemelot industrial complex









- 5 -

SUMMARY AND CONSIDERATION

The Chemelot industrial complex in South Limburg is one of the six chemical clusters in 
the Netherlands. The 800-hectare site encompasses over 150 different companies and 
institutions. A large number of companies carry out high-risk industrial activities at 
Chemelot. Eleven of those companies work with hazardous substances on a large scale, 
as a result of which they must comply with the regulations of the Major Accidents (Risks) 
Decree (Besluit risico’s zware ongevallen, Brzo). 

In 2016, four major incidents took place involving Brzo companies at Chemelot: one 
accident that resulted in a death as well as a serious injury and three incidents with an 
emission of hazardous substances from chemical processing plants. Similarly, various 
incidents took place at the complex in 2015. As a result of these incidents, the Dutch 
Safety Board has decided to investigate how parties at Chemelot control safety as well as 
to identify what shortcomings and weaknesses there are. 

The companies at Chemelot endeavour to control the safety risks of the chemical 
processing plants by complying with the existing standards and legal obligations. In 
addition, the relevant authorities use their legal options to monitor safety in and around 
Chemelot. Although the efforts of companies and the authorities contribute to ensuring 
safety at the industrial complex, they are insuf�cient to achieve the high level of safety 
that is required given the location and size of the complex, the presence of the Campus 
and Chemelot�s ambitions for growth. 

Chemelot’s special circumstances
Chemelot is special as an industrial complex in three respects. First, it is situated within a 
densely populated area adjacent to the residential areas of Sittard-Geleen, Stein and 
Beek. In order to ensure the safety and well-being of local residents, the companies are 
required to do their utmost in order to minimise the risks of their operations. 

Second, Chemelot grew out of a site where a single company (DSM) previously operated 
all chemical plants. After DSM began divesting its activities at the site and sold off its 
plants, Chemelot grew into a multi-user industrial complex with a large number of 
different companies. Many of the industrial activities are still closely linked to one another. 
As a result, the various companies have developed a system of cooperation over the 
years, in which the umbrella environmental site permit for all companies within the 
complex plays a key role. This umbrella site permit ensures that the cooperation between 
relevant companies is not optional and gives the Chemelot Site Permit B.V. partnership 
(CSP) formal powers over the ensemble of companies where permit compliance is 
concerned. The permit is the only umbrella permit of its kind for a chemical cluster of this 
size in the Netherlands and therefore requires a tailored approach from the regulators. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS

Ambitious vision on the safety of Chemelot and its surroundings
The collective of companies at Chemelot has major ambitions for the growth and 
sustainability of the industrial complex. A strong commitment to safety must be part of 
those ambitions. In addition, the competent authority (the Province of Limburg) needs an 
ambitious and detailed vision to ensure and advance safety in and around the vicinity of 
Chemelot. 

At present, the available approach to manage process safety risks is primarily reactive 
and is aimed at compliance with the rules. Progress can be made by ensuring that the 
existing cooperation between the parties at Chemelot is also applied to realise 
improvements in controlling process safety at the chemical installations. The four serious 
accidents that took place in 2016 and the incidents at Chemelot in 2015 highlight the 
need for a proactive and ambitious approach to safety. 

In sum, the Dutch Safety Board makes the following recommendations: 

To the Brzo companies at Chemelot, Chemelot Site Permit B.V. and Stichting Chemelot:

1.	 Formulate ambitious safety objectives for the Chemelot industrial complex and 
ensure that they become an integral part of the Vision Chemelot 2025. These 
objectives should exceed merely aiming to achieve compliance with safety laws and 
regulations and they should be in line with the ambition to become the most 
sustainable chemical site in Western Europe. 

2.	 Implement a safety approach to execute the ambitions and commitments to safety 
that Chemelot has as a whole. This approach should lead to a practical implementation 
in order to identify, evaluate and minimise the shared, mutual and joint safety risks 
present at Chemelot. The result of this safety strategy should in any case be that: 

•	 	risks associated with outdated designs of chemical plants are assessed and a 
review takes place of how process safety can be improved by adapting the plants 
to the latest technology as well as to innovate them using the latest knowledge 
available;

•	 learning capacity in the �eld of process safety is improved by a systematic, cross-
Chemelot approach encompassing accident analysis, accident reporting and 
implementation of recommendations, as well as by a review of the learning 
capacity in the �eld of process safety at Chemelot.








