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Major Accident Prevention 

Peter Wilkinson 

Preventing Major Accidents is often viewed as a technical problem which can be 
solved with more and better technology. But have we really learnt the lessons of 
recent major disasters? Peter Wilkinson, a safety professional, a former senior 
executive in a publicly listed oil company and a consultant to the Chemical Safety 
Board on the Macondo investigation will argue that the need to know the so called 
technical “causes” of major disasters is inevitable, natural and of course very 
important. But these “causes” are not the whole story and rarely represent anything 
we did not already know about.  

In contrast, the managerial and system failings which contribute to disasters are 
complex, less tangible, more difficult to fix and hence not surprisingly are not given 
the same attention and emphasis by companies, commentators and regulators. The 
immediate focus of the US authorities in the wake of the Macondo disaster on the 
Blow Out Preventer (BOP) and a recently promulgated proposed rule about 
emergency equipment lifecycle analysis and testing, illustrates this bias.  

Unfortunately, this technically focussed  approach runs counter to the evidence from 
Macondo, BP Texas City and a host of previous disasters all the way back to the Piper 
Alpha disaster 25 years ago, amongst others. The evidence from these disasters 
points to the need to consider in a joined up way the technical improvements 
needed, along with the people, system and organisational factors. 

Peter’s presentation and subsequent workshop will illustrate, by reference to the 
Macondo disaster, the less well known but remarkably similar blowout in Australia, 
the Montara incident and series of onshore process plant process safety incidents, 
how the engineering issues can be integrated with the managerial and organisational 
issues. This integration is essential to provide senior managers with an effective 
managerial control system over major hazard processes – free from the complexity, 
jargon and sheer bulk of conventional safety management systems, detailed 
procedures and safety cases.   

The workshop covers the following topics: 

 Causation -how and why major accidents occur and therefore how they can be 
prevented; 

 Human error – how a focus on frontline workers behaviour (so called 
behavioural safety systems) can only have limited impact in preventing major 
accidents; 

 Procedures – how we make it difficult to follow procedures “in the field” and 
therefore find it easy to say that the procedure was not followed as a “cause” 
of an incident; 

 Supervision – why are we better at checking that PPE is worn compared with 
checking that an essential step in a procedure is taken? How well do we teach 
supervisors and managers how to manage and supervise effectively from the 
perspective of the more subtle causes of low frequency but high consequence 
event? 

 Leadership – what does “good” look like in the context of major accident 
prevention;? 

 Metrics/Indicators – do we “count what counts” or count what we have 
always counted? Metrics for major accident prevention; 

 Management systems – what works vs what have we always done to comply 
with standards? Building a simpler but more effective management control 
system for major accidents. 

 

Peter is Managing Director 
of Noetic Risk Solutions. His 
particular expertise is in 
carrying out strategic 
assessments of risk and 
safety management at an 
organisational and asset 
level to minimise the 
likelihood and consequence 
of major unwanted events 
and to maximise value. 
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