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Safety Talks  
Change Management Module 
Interconnection and Single Supply Support Material 

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. 

There were three gas plants on site, but the explosion at gas plant one lead to the 
closure of the whole site for two weeks. It forced the closure of the other two gas 
plants for two weeks. The reason the other two could not go on producing was that 
these three plants were inextricably interconnected. After the fire began in gas plant 
one, it continued to be fed by inventory from gas plants two and three for another 
fifty-three hours.  

Beyond that, it took them more than a week to completely isolate gas plant one 
from gas plants two and three, and get gas plants two and three back online safely. 
There were eight-five points where disconnections needed to be made. Esso had no 
plans for doing this, and they had to work out from scratch just what to do 

AH: What we have then is a failure to identify the hazards of interconnection. Now 
the reason this is such an extraordinary failure is that this was one of the very clear 
lessons from Piper Alpha. The fire on Piper Alpha was fed by fuel from two other 
platforms, and a critical lesson which emerged from this was needed to be able to 
isolate one platform from another very quickly in case of an emergency.   ESSO had 
learnt that lesson in Bass Strait in relation to it’s off shore platforms, but it hadn’t 
transferred that lesson to its onshore gas processing plants. I would have thought 
that this was an elementary step of generalisation but they hadn’t taken that step. I 
would say that this is another failure by the parent company, Exxon.  Exxon would 
have learnt the lessons of Piper Alpha and I would have expected that they would 
enforce this learning on Esso, but they hadn’t. 
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Finally we have the closure of the site for two weeks, leading to the total loss of 
supply to the city of Melbourne.  Why was this?  The answer is that ESSO was the 
only supplier of gas into the city of Melbourne.   

One might argue that gas supply is an essential service and governments have an 
obligation to ensure diversity of supply and ensure backup supply.  Many people 
have made that argument, so here again, is a government level failure - the failure to 
ensure alternative supply.  The government has since rectified this and there are 
many more sources of supply into Melbourne now then there were in 1998. 

Suggested Discussion Questions and Answers 
1. What are the key issues from this account? 

• Facility expansion has to be managed diligently 
• Periodically review a facility for the presence and impact of 

interconnectedness 
• Transferring significant lessons has to be managed at a Corporate level 

with clearly assigned accountability 
• Corporate diligence of informing customers of single source supply and 

the risk they take 
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