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Britain’s offshore oil and gas installations are renowned for their stringent regulatory standards. Yet,
human error continues to pose significant risks, capable of triggering major incidents. This warning
from the Health and Safety Executive (HSE) emphasizes the need for offshore companies to
meticulously scrutinize human factors within their operations.

HSE’s inspections prioritize safety-critical tasks on offshore installations, tasks that, if mishandled,
have the potential to initiate or exacerbate major accidents. Recently, HSE issued an enforcement
notice to the oil firm Apache, highlighting a critical oversight. Inspectors concluded that Apache had not
fully integrated human factors into its fire and explosion prevention plans for its Forties Delta platform
in the North Sea. This notice underscores the importance of rigorous human factor evaluations in
maintaining offshore safety.

Understanding Safety Critical Task Analysis (SCTA)

Mary Marshall, a principal specialist inspector at HSE, underscores the necessity for offshore firms to
identify safety-critical tasks on their installations. She explains, “Offshore companies need to
understand and evaluate where and how these safety-critical tasks might be vulnerable to human
error. Safety Critical Task Analysis (SCTA) is an established, structured process that will help
companies demonstrate that these tasks can be carried out safely and reliably, managing risks to as
low as reasonably practicable. This includes considering equipment design, task details, and factors
supporting task performance.”

SCTA is not just a procedural formality; it is a comprehensive approach that involves multiple steps:

1. Identifying Safety-Critical Tasks: Companies must pinpoint tasks that, if performed incorrectly,
could lead to serious accidents.

2. Analyzing Task Performance: This involves a detailed examination of how tasks are performed,
identifying potential points where human error could occur.

3. Evaluating Risk Mitigation Measures: Ensuring that adequate safety measures and protocols
are in place to minimize the risk of human error.

4. Continuous Monitoring and Improvement: Regular reviews and updates to SCTA processes
to adapt to new challenges and insights.

Despite the established benefits of SCTA, HSE has observed varying levels of success among
offshore firms in implementing these programs. Common shortcomings include a lack of sustained
commitment, slow progress, and inconsistent assessment quality. These issues can undermine the
effectiveness of SCTA and compromise safety.

Apache’s Forties Delta Platform: A Case Study
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During an inspection of the Forties Delta platform, HSE found that Apache had not taken adequate
measures to prevent the uncontrolled release of flammable or explosive substances during main oil
line pig launcher operations. This finding led to the issuance of an Improvement Notice, requiring
Apache to rectify these issues by November 9. The company has not appealed against this notice,
indicating its intent to comply.

This case study illustrates the critical importance of robust SCTA processes. Ensuring that all safety-
critical tasks are thoroughly evaluated and safeguarded against human error is not just regulatory
compliance; it is essential for protecting lives and the environment.

The Broader Implications for Offshore Safety

HSE’s findings and actions are not isolated incidents. They reflect broader challenges and
opportunities within the offshore oil and gas industry. As operations become increasingly complex, the
potential for human error grows. This makes the rigorous application of SCTA and other safety
measures more crucial than ever.

Best Practices for Implementing SCTA

For offshore companies looking to enhance their safety protocols, the following best practices can
serve as a guide:

1. Leadership Commitment: Ensure that company leadership is fully committed to the SCTA
process and allocates necessary resources.

2. Comprehensive Training: Provide extensive training for all employees involved in safety-critical
tasks to ensure they understand the importance of SCTA and how to implement it effectively.

3. Robust Monitoring Systems: Implement systems to continuously monitor task performance and
quickly identify potential risks.

4. Regular Audits and Reviews: Conduct regular audits and reviews of SCTA processes to ensure
they remain effective and up-to-date with industry standards and technological advancements.

5. Open Communication Channels: Foster an environment where employees can freely report
safety concerns and suggest improvements without fear of reprisal.

Conclusion

Britainâ??s offshore oil and gas industry must continue to uphold high regulatory standards while
addressing the ever-present risk of human error. By rigorously applying Safety Critical Task Analysis
and fostering a culture of continuous improvement and commitment to safety, offshore companies can
better protect their workers, the environment, and their operations. The HSE’s role in enforcing these
standards is crucial, but ultimate responsibility lies with the companies themselves to integrate these
principles into their daily operations.

The Health and Safety Executive (HSE) is Britainâ??s national regulator for workplace health and
safety, dedicated to protecting people and places and helping everyone lead safer and healthier lives.
Further details on the latest HSE news releases are available.
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The HSE Improvement Notice issued to Apache can be found here: Notices served â?? Enforcement 
notices public (hse.gov.uk).

Guidance for offshore companies on what to expect from an HSE inspection can be found here: 
The Offshore Management of Human Factors Inspection Guide (hse.gov.uk).
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