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STANDING COMMITTEE ON CORPORATE AFFAIRS, IEM

ENGINEERING ACCIDENTS
ARE PREVENTABLE

15th May 2012

THE explosion at the Petronas Gas Processing Plant in Kerteh
on Thursday, 10 May, highlights the safety and risk factors
inherent in engineering work and the need for adherence
to the highest safety standards to prevent the occurrence of
accidents. Otherwise, needless injuries and loss of lives as
well as damage to properties and assets will result.

In view of this incident, the Institution of Engineers,
Malaysia (IEM) considers it pertinent and timely to highlight
the importance of safety in engineering. Many people know
that in our technological world, engineering products and
processes are instrumental in shaping a better life for all of us,
but many are unaware that lots of these products and processes
actually come with inherent risks.

Whether it is the operation of nuclear power plants, flying
a plane or simply driving our cars, they can be dangerous if
not properly built and correctly handled. Thus, stringent safety
standards and the deployment of qualified personnel mitigate
these risks. When standards are compromised, whether they
are due to ignorance or indifference, problems will arise and
danger will seep in.

For example, whilst there are standards and regulations
in place to govern safety, the IEM noted that there is often
a lack of understanding and commitment in the way that
these standards and regulations are implemented. There is no
follow-up on resolving the actual engineering problems that
the procedures refer to, often with disastrous consequences.

Organisations should always ensure that appropriate
and thorough reviews are conducted to properly understand
the task at hand, to make the right estimate of the risks
involved in executing the task and the appropriate measures
to mitigate risks. Awareness programmes on engineering
safety must therefore be accorded top priority to maintain the
understanding of and commitment to safety by everyone in an
organisation.

Besides the human factors, technical reasons are often
overlooked usually by economic and financial analysts. One
particular risk would be related to operating and maintaining a
plant, which is at the end stage of its designed life. The potential
for equipment in such a plant to be sub-optimal is very high.
In order to mitigate the potentially higher risks of such plants,
continuous and tighter surveillance of personnel and the work
environment should be in place. A plant should be refurbished
or rebuilt when it reaches the end of its designed life and any
attempt to extend its life without special precaution is a recipe
for failure, possibly of catastrophic proportions. Therefore it is
the responsibility of an organisation to employ professionally
qualified engineers, not only during design and construction
stages, but also during maintenance stage where the risk of
accident is higher.

The cause of the explosion at the Petronas Gas Processing
Plant in Kerteh is being investigated by the relevant authorities
and the result is yet to be known. However, the findings
will definitely be invaluable in helping to identify the likely
solutions needed to mitigate future accidents. If there is a
need, the IEM is willing to provide the technical expertise and
independent advice for investigating the cause of this accident
and in reviewing the follow-up measures required to prevent a
similar accident from occurring again. m

Ir. Prof. Dr Jeffrey Chiang Choong Luin
Honorary Secretary

The Institution of Engineers, Malaysia
Session 2012/2013

NewSTRAITSTIMES
IEM offers technical expertise to probe aas plant explosion
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