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Script 
PR: Until September 1998 Melbourne, the second largest city in Australia, had all of 
its gas supplied by one plant, the Esso gas plant at  Longford  in South Eastern 
Victoria.  It consisted of three gas plants which process gas from wells in Bass Strait, 
as well as a plant which processes crude oil from other Bass Strait wells. On the 25th 
of September 1998 Gas Plant One at Longford exploded, causing the death of two 
operators and injuries to eight others. For two weeks after the blast, Victorians were 
without gas causing financial hardship for small and large businesses alike, and 
disrupting the lives of all of Melbourne’s residents. The cost of the crisis was 
estimated to be $A1.3 billion. 

A daily event at the site was the constant unending number of alarms.  Many 
hundreds every day and one occasion they were counted, there were eight thousand 
alarms in one twelve hour shift. This is one every six seconds.  That was what was 
going on in the control room at the Longford site. 

AH:  Now this is an impossible situation for those control room operators to be 
placed in. There is no way they can possibly cope with alarms coming in at that rate, 
they are impossible to monitor.  Furthermore, there was no distinction between 
critical and non-critical alarms. Had there been such a distinction it’s conceivable 
that they could monitor them and respond to them but there was no distinction of 
that nature and so the alarms completely lost their capacity to warn operators that 
things were now getting close to limits which they needed to manage.  They’d lost 
that function entirely. 

I thought when I first heard about this, that this was an unusual event.  I’ve since 
discovered no, alarm flooding is a wide spread problem all around the world and it’s 
something which has contributed to more than one major accident. 

It was the failure to respond to one particular alarm that lead to the incorrect 
operation of the bypass valve.   

This leads to the next question:  Why were they operating an alarm mode like this?  
The answer, I believe, was poor design of the control system. 
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Suggested Discussion Questions and Answers 
1. The introduction of alarms, as a modified and extended control system, 

would also be an activity that needs to be subject to a change management 
process. 
How is this managed in the company? 
• Change management philosophy should be part of the design process 
• Refer to Alarm systems, a guide to design, management and 

procurement, Engineering Equipment & Materials Users Association 
publication No 191. ISBN 0 8593 1076 0, London, United Kingdom. 

2. What steps are required to manage alarms? 
This subject is extensive in the availability of publications and requires 
professional, experienced design engineers to be involved. 

 Step 1: Create and adopt an alarm philosophy 

A comprehensive design and guideline document is produced which defines a 
plant standard employing a best-practice alarm management methodology. 

 Step 2: Alarm performance benchmarking 

Analyze the alarm system to determine its strengths and deficiencies, and 
effectively map out a practical solution to improve it. 

 Step 3: “Bad actor” alarm resolution 

From experience, it is known that around half of the entire alarm load usually 
comes  from a relatively few alarms. The methods for making them work 
properly are  documented, and can be applied with minimum effort and 
maximum performance improvement. 

 Step 4: Alarm documentation and rationalization (D&R) 

A full overhaul of the alarm system to ensure that each alarm complies with 
the alarm philosophy and the principles of good alarm management. 

 Step 5: Alarm system audit and enforcement 

DCS alarm systems are notoriously easy to change and generally lack proper 
security. Methods are needed to ensure that the alarm system does not drift 
from its rationalized state. 

 Step 6: Real-time alarm management 

More advanced alarm management techniques are often needed to ensure 
that the alarm system properly supports, rather than hinders, the operator in 
all operating scenarios. These include Alarm Shelving, State-Based Alarming, 
and Alarm Flood Suppression technologies. 

 Step 7: Control and maintain alarm system performance 

Proper management of change and longer term analysis and KPI monitoring 
are needed, to ensure that the gains that have been achieved from 
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performing the steps  above do not dwindle away over time. Otherwise they 
will; the principle of “entropy” definitely applies to an alarm system. 

 Reference: 

 Hollifield, B. & Habibi, E. 2010, The Alarm Management Handbook (2nd ed.), 
 Houston, TX: PAS, Inc. p. 259. ISBN 978-0-9778969-2-9. 

3. What reviews are conducted to assess alarm systems for their effectiveness 
in protecting people, environment and plant? 
• Group discussion 
• After initial installation and commissioning 
• After changes to the control system 
• In response to operator requests 
• Scheduled reviews 
• Following incidents 
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