Responsible Care: Listening to communities - What do they want to know?
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Who do you talk to? What do you tell them? And how do you present the information? Just three of the immediate questions that companies have to grapple with when addressing communication with the public--a critical branch of the Responsible Care initiative, and arguably one of the most difficult.

"The German public is uniquely sensitive to environmental issues," says Jurgen Mittelstaedt, who leads Verband der Chemischen Industries' [VCI; Frankfurt] Responsible Care task force. "It's all uphill," he adds, but the German industry has strengthened its commitment to Responsible Care. New corporate policy initiatives in the area of environmental protection, health, and safety may help combat a marked decline in public trust, says VCI.

FALLOUT. The dilemma is real, says Karl-Geert Malle, an executive in BASF's environmental protection, safety, and energy division. "When public trust is undermined it's difficult to restore," he says. Malle claims difficulty results from incidents that occurred earlier this year, when an accident at Hoechst in Frankfurt was underestimated and the information flow within the company broke down.

Critics like Thomas Schlimme, a member of a Frankfurt citizens action group, say public confidence has reached a low point. "When you're told everything is under control and it isn't, that destroys trust. It's always harmless until reality sets in."

Thomas Batsch, a local environment news reporter at daily Frankfurter Rundschau, says Responsible Care is little more than a symbol on company letterhead. "There is nothing behind it," he says. "Far from having improved things, I have the feeling things are worse than ever."

Safety at chemical facilities is "close to people's hearts," Batsch says. "But when it comes to information, I've a feeling industry has slackened off. The more industry is under fire, the more it clams up."

With public trust ebbing, companies like BASF are reinforcing commitment to Responsible Care, claims Hans Jorg Henne, director of BASF's environmental protection, safety, and energy division. "One company making the headlines [is not representative of] the, chemical industry," he says. Public knowledge of Responsible Care is practically nonexistent, Malle concedes. "The term itself did not lend itself well to German."

Environmental performance is also high on the public's agenda in the Netherlands. Radio Rijmond (RR),the regional radio station for the Rotterdam area, is the official broadcasting channel for the government in case of accidents that threaten public health--but it has never been used. RR reporter Eric Post says that the chemical industry never contacts the station in the event of emissions, spills, or stenches. "We are warned by the municipal authorities or by the public, or we find out ourselves. When we ask questions, we get answers [from industry], but industry never comes to us," he adds.

Post says he knows about Responsible Care but that industry spokespeople "always tend to play down the risks of emissions or spills." He has the impression that "the bigger the company, the slower and more secretive they are." He thinks that many accidents in the workplace are never reported to the authorities, to keep the official accident count low.

Rotterdam-based journalist Nic de Vries, who has many years of experience in chemical industry reporting, says that there is much talk about Responsible Care in leaflets and interviews, but "the people on the street don't think much of it. They have heard about it because many are petrochemical workers, but they are not impressed." According to de Vries, many employees of the chemical companies have loyalty conflicts. "They know about spills, and as citizens they sometimes feel unsafe, or they are bothered by stench, but they don't want to criticize their employers."

De Vries says the companies, with their technology-minded managers, cannot communicate what they want or have accomplished. "Foreign companies in particular are not doing a good job communicating Responsible Care."

'WHITE RAIN.' Sanna Munnikendam, a resident in a neighborhood under the stack of Akzo Chemicals' Amsterdam plant, says she has never heard of Responsible Care, even though she is a neighborhood representative in contact with local authorities and industry. The residents near Akzo Chemicals are not negative about the way Akzo informs them about its environmental policy. "The people get information; they get answers to their questions. Our neighborhood even gets Christmas cakes as a compensation for Akzo's 'white rain,' which occasionally descends upon the houses and automobiles. They accept Akzo as their neighbor."

Munnikendam says the people are informed about safety procedures in case of accidents. Last year there was a gas cloud and the people were advised to stay indoors and close windows. "But last spring there was also a fire in a laboratory and we were not informed." She does not understand this difference in information policy. In France's "chemical corridor" along the Rhone River from Lyon southward few members of the public have heard of France's Responsible Care program--Engagement de Progres. A reporter from the Radio France bureau says, "The public is used to the industry and the pollution that has always gone with it." There are one or two severe air contamination's a year in Lyon and smells are a problem in many outlying suburbs.

A former councillor for one suburb, Daniel Martin, of the Green Party, has heard of Engagement de Progres. "It's a euphemism. Local mayors invite any chemical industry in, and the people are so afraid for their jobs that they are for it. Environmental guidelines are brushed aside," he says.

At the leading daily paper, Le Progres, Michel Deprost, who reports on economics, says the technical ecological associations are doing good work with Rhone-Poulenc and Elf Atochem. "The big chemists cannot open up new plants without concerting with the associations and the state regulators; though they [the companies] do have a freer hand inside the plants that already exist. And the public only mobilizes against new plants on their doorsteps."

SAFETY CONCERN. Meanwhile, in Bradford, U.K., where Alied Colloids suffered a fire last year, affected communities say they are more suspicious of the chemical industry because of the accident. But they all still stand behind the industry, mainly because it remains a major local employer in a region where other, older industries have withered to near-extinction, leaving unemployment approaching 30% in some towns. "People are concerned about the safety and what might happen, but anyone who provides jobs around here is not going to be too unpopular," says one local politician.

On July 21, 1992, the storage area of Allied Colloids' main site in the Low Moor district of Bradford caught fire, sending dense black smoke through the neighborhood; the local river also became polluted with water used to fight the fire (CW, July 29, 1992, p. 6). After a trial earlier this year, Allied was fined for improper storage of chemicals related to the accident. There has been significant controversy over pollution of groundwater and nearby land, with Bradford City environmental officers warning residents near the site not to eat home-grown produce.

Allied has also been criticized for failing to alert the community as soon as the company was aware of the fire. "They didn't set off the siren until well after the fire had started, something the Health and Safety Executive [HSE] noted in the trial," says George Crossley, emergency planning officer for Bradford City Council. As an Allied Colloids worker living a stone's throw from the plant says, "We weren't at all aware of what was going on, not at all. But since the fine they've been doing a lot to try to sort that out." He notes the company's recent open day, which attracted about 200 local residents, and its community liaison group, which meets regularly.

He adds, "I'm aware of emergency procedures, but only because I work there. They do put leaflets through the post, but not a lot of people take notice of those. What they should do is come around to the houses, knock on the door, and talk to people." As another resident says, "We've seen the leaflets, but we didn't read them. We don't know what to do if there's an emergency." Several other residents CW spoke with, however, had read the leaflets on emergency procedures.

Crossley is charged with getting from local chemical companies the information that will be released to the public under the U.K.'s Control of Major Industrial Accidents Hazards regulations. He says Allied and A.H. Marks, a private chemical company in the Wyke district of Bradford, are both "fairly good, if slow" in providing information, but "mainly because they have to by law." With Allied, he says that "before July of last year they were very slow. My letters [requesting information] went unanswered. Since they went up in smoke they've become a lot better," he says.

Crossley says there remains a strong concern in the community "about the nature of the chemical industry. There is more than concern about the smells and the noise. People are worried about what might happen because of the way it happened last time. The companies need to do something to counter the lack of trust that exists." One idea, he says, would be to be "more genuinely open" and to employ public relations professionals instead of having "chemists or safety people releasing information" that is not made for public consumption. Local journalists also mention this. One who covered the Allied Colloids fire says, "I don't think they tried to mislead us or withhold information, but a lot of what they told us was too technical and too confused."

Danny Mangham, the local councillor for Wyke, says Allied Colloids and nearby A.H. Marks "has improved community relations quite a bit since [Colloids'] fire," and he cites both companies' community liaison groups and periodic open days. But, he says "they have become a lot better neighbors during the past 10 years." Overall, he says, "they will never stop the fears and worries about these plants, but they're trying a bit harder lately. Maybe they've realized that we [the public] aren't going to go away, and we know they aren't either."

Crossley "would just like to see them be a little keener, and maybe go beyond what they have to do by law." He and a number of residents seem to want something like Responsible Care--but neither he, nor anyone in the community CW spoke with, has heard of the program.

Bob Ramwell, community relations officer at Hoechst UK (Halifax) and a founding member of the West Yorkshire Responsible Care cell, says the local industry is aware of its problems and is trying to raise awareness of Responsible Care. "Accidents like these obviously color people's perceptions."

MORE AWARE. Being one of the few U.K. sites to have established a public advisory panel, Monsanto's Ruabon Works in the village of Cefn Mawr near Wrexham, U.K. is trying to address the communications issue. The panel, which meets once each quarter, has 27 members, including nine from the company, nine local councillors, and nine from the community. Usually about 18 people attend the meetings. Panel member councillor George Wood says, "It's made the works more aware, they've opened up a hell of a lot. It's helped the community, it's not just councillors they have to answer to but ordinary members of the public." He describes the company's responses as "satisfactory...sometimes, depending on which side of the fence you're on." The local environmental action group, CARE, which is represented on the panel, is more critical. "The vast majority of questions are not answered," a Care spokesperson says. Adrian Pitches, environmental correspondent/South West for the BBC--the national television network--criticizes the chemical industry for failing to market its environmental improvements more effectively. He says the first time he heard of Responsible Care was not from the chemical industry but from the specialist environmental press. He believes the chemical industry is starting to address its environmental problems, although he adds that sometimes information has to be translated into everyday language.

